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One day Jesus took his disciples on a field trip. There were questions he needed to ask and he had a 
backdrop for the conversation that would follow. The questions were: “Who do people say that I am?” 
and then, “Who do you say that I am?” The backdrop wasn’t the holy city of Jerusalem, or the holy 
Temple, but a very non-Jewish, very Roman city where people went to temples temples to worship the 
gods of the Roman Empire. Jesus took his disciples on a field trip to Caesarea Philippi. 
 
Caesarea Philippi would seem to say nothing about who Jesus was. But maybe that’s why Jesus chose to 
drop his loaded questions going there. Where you hear certain words makes a difference for how you hear 
them. We know how this goes. 
 
Jesus’ words, “I am the resurrection and the life,” fall differently on the heart while shedding tears at a 
loved one’s grave. When the kids are running around in crazy bliss, there’s a different ring to Jesus words, 
“Anyone who will not receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.” Inside your home 
that you worked hard to save for, purchase, furnish, and care for––a home you treasure and to which 
you’ve given so much of yourself––hearing Jesus say there, as he once said a man in Scripture, “Sell what 
you have and give to the poor and then you’ll have treasure”––it makes you think about what kind of 
kingdom you’re really striving for. The field trip to Caesarea Philippi was for asking kingdom-sized 
questions.  
 
Here’s a bit of backstory on Caesarea Philippi. A hundred years before Jesus’ birth the city was called 
Paneas. It got this name from cave and a spring that the Greeks dedicated to the nature god, Pan. Around 
20 BC, the Roman Emperor, Caesar Augustus gave the region around Paneas to Herod the Great. Herod 
expressed his thanks by building a marble temple there for worship of the emperor. Herod the Great died 
and his son Philip expanded the city and renamed it in honor of Emperor Tiberius and also, well, himself. 
And that’s how it was called Caesarea Philippi. The name of the town basically meant Philip’s Caesarville. 
 
So the field trip 25 miles north of Galilee to Philip’s Caesarville to a city that meant basically nothing to 
Jews. Caesarea Philippi stood for the ruling power and the worship of other gods besides the God of 
Israel. But Jesus throught this was just the place to ask, “Who do people say that I am?” and “Where do 
you say that I am?”  
 
When Peter gave his famous response, “Jesus, you are the Christ,” which basically meant, “You’re God’s 
anointed King!” it came in the shadow of a city that trumpeted the Caesar as the most powerful king on 
earth. Maybe it’s always been that disciples have believed in Christ in the presence of Caesarville. 
 
In Caesarville, it’s far from obvious that Jesus is God’s anointed king. In Caesarville, Jesus seems hardly to 
figure at all in how the world really works. There is an economy in Caesarville and forces thought drive it. 
But the markets seem to care little about the rule of king Jesus. In Caesarville spoils go to the victor who 
has the best strategy and proves to be stronger than others. The business world can operate like 
Caesarville. Caesarville politics has little interest in listening to those who see things differently. Attention 
is paid to keeping control and running your agenda through. 
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In Jesus’ day, Emperor Caesar Augustus held out promise of security and peace. Of course, this promise 
only applied to those who did things the Caesarville way. Those who didn’t received the brunt of Rome’s 
overwhelming military strength. The biggest threats to Caesarville were put on a cross.  
 
Not that Caesarville looked bad. It was actually quite attractive. During the war that eventually destroyed 
Jerusalem in 70 AD, Caesarea Philippi was a vacation spot for the Roman general Vespasian. But maybe 
that’s what makes it so dangerous. The Caesarville vision of security and peace can look so attractive that 
you just live as the saying goes, “When in Rome, do as the Romans do.” The thing is, for all that 
Caesarville offers, it turns out that Caesarville doesn’t really care for your soul. 
 
Against the impressive backdrop of Caesarea Philippi, we can imagine Jesus pointing to that city 
representing power politics, military might, the biggest economy on earth, and endless promises of good 
life the Caesarville way and saying, “What will it profit a person to gain the whole world yet forfeit their 
soul?” 
 
Across the ages, plenty who’ve lived in the shadow of Caesarville have opened their souls to worship and 
serve Christ as the true lord of heaven and earth. Yet even such soul attentive people can struggle to 
discern how who Jesus is factors into how they really live––what they lay their lives out for, what their 
heart really beats for every day.  
 
In the culture of Caesarville the backdrop of life can feel less-than-holy, and what it means to profess faith 
in Christ isn’t as clear-cut as, say, in a sanctuary. But do we see? The disciples haven’t run from Jesus to 
Caesarville. Jesus has led them there. Caesarville is where we respond to the big question of our life: 
“Who,” Jesus asks, “do you do you really say that I am?” 
 
Although, in the neighborhood of Caesarea Philippi, Jesus’ first question to disciples was, “Who do people 
say that I am?” The disciples had ready responses: “Some say you’re John the Baptist. Others that you’re 
Elijah. Some say one of the prophets.”  
 
This tells us a lot about how people saw Jesus. Not as “Jesus meek and mild” or as a cozy, comforting 
presence. Apparently, Jesus came across as bold and fearless like the prophets. Like Elijah, he could stand 
down kings. Like John the Baptist whom Herod had killed, Jesus spoke truth that sounded dangerous to 
those with power. 
 
To Peter, the Jesus before him Caesarea Philippi was a man with spine. He envisioned Jesus galvanizing a 
nation and leading armies against powerful Rome. Messiah Jesus would go up against Caesarville and 
knock the Caesar right out of it. 
 
Which is why Peter was devastated when Jesus said that he was a king whom God anointed to be rejected 
and killed. Peter rebuked Jesus for saying that. He thought Messiah would make peace by overpowering 
the enemy. The messiah would establish justice by putting godless ones in their place.  
 
But God didn’t anoint Jesus to be that kind of Messiah. Jesus rebuked Peter back and said, “You are 
thinking human thoughts, and not the thoughts of God.” It’s like he was saying, “Peter, you’re expecting 
God to work Caesarville style.” And so Peter began to learn what disciples are always learning, which is 
that the way Jesus rules as king doesn’t fit with the ruling powers of the world. 
 
Jesus isn’t the Messiah on Caesarville’s terms. Our world does not anoint him or set his agenda for what 
he’ll do. Jesus is God’s Messiah. His life is what it looks like when God reigns as king. In the reign of God, 
Jesus was the king who didn’t come to overthrow Caesarville, but to redeem it by taking its knocks and 
giving it his life. 
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In the Christ, God fully entered the hard-knock world. Jesus was the king who subjected himself to what 
dehumanizes and depletes. He lived fully in the midst of unfairness and division. The hard-knock realities 
our world today are just a different face to realities that Jesus and his disciples knew back then. When the 
Messiah came, God didn’t zap all these things away.  
 
Instead, in his anointed king Jesus, God suffered the world’s hard knocks himself, even to the point of 
death. When three days later God raised the Messiah rose up from death, God was announcing that the 
Caesarville forces that can seem to be running the show aren’t really in charge. The world belongs to the 
God whose king suffers defeat to secure the victory of his kingdom. The true king even in Caesarville is 
the Lord Jesus Christ.  
 
If you are Jesus’ disciple, your life becomes a daily field trip to places where it isn’t obvious that he rules 
but where he asks you to believe that he does. He takes us to school lunchrooms and hallway, to 
workplaces and to watch the evening news. Jesus will not hide our eyes from visions that say if we can just 
have more we’ll be happy, or that if we just listen to our wants and satisfy them, then we’ll be content. 
Right in the presence of our insecurities and fear, amidst the parts of life where Jesus would seem to be a 
non-factor, that is where Jesus is asking us whom God has anointed king and who will really give us our 
soul. 
 
Even the Caesar knows that we’ll all give our lives to something. This is why Caesarea Philippi had so 
many shrines for worship. Caesarville is a place where your soul can feel pulled in too many directions. 
But the gospel announcement is that we don’t have to gain our own life. We are given our life by the God 
whose anointed king gave his even for Caesarville. 
 
Which might be why, in the shadow of Caesar’s power, Jesus didn’t rail against Caesar or godlessness. As 
he did time and again, he simply affirmed the truth of what the world is really like in the rule of God’s 
kingdom. You gain life by letting it go, which is something Caesar never understands. But there in 
Caesarea Philippi, Jesus didn’t ask his disciples to understand. He asked them to trust. 
 
When you place trust in Jesus as God’s anointed king, you are saying that his life poured for you is center 
of your life. And not only your life but also even the life of all the world. When you go into places where it 
isn’t obvious Jesus is king, you are just on a field trip where Jesus is asking you who he really is and why he 
really matters.  
 
King Jesus matters because he is the only one who can give what our souls want to gain. He is the center 
of where the world is really going––toward love, toward mercy, toward forgiveness, toward justice, toward 
those things that Caesarville offers but just cannot deliver.  
 
Which is why, in Caesarville, Jesus just has to be the center of your life. Other ruling powers will lay claim 
to you for who they’d have you be––a certain voter, a certain consumer, a certain citizen, a certain 
employee, a certain parent, a certain child. But only the ruler named Jesus will claim to you for who 
you’re meant to be, which is a soul belonging entirely to the God has loved us to death.  
 
And when that is true for you, as often as you feel knocked down in the hard-knock world, you only find 
yourself falling into arms that stretched out for you on the cross. Amen. 


