NOTE: The following has been provided by the presenter to be viewed in conjunction with his/her audio presentation. As this has not been edited, there may be minor variations in wording, spelling and grammar.

 “WHO WANTS TO BE A MILLIONAIRE?”

(Matthew 16: 13-28)

Eddie McGuire has just retired as host, but Who wants to be a millionaire? has been probably the most successful quiz show in television history, here in Australia, back in the UK and America too. Its title tells you the reason for its popularity –  “Who wants to be a millionaire?”  
Wow!  Imagine one million dollars hanging on one question!  What an important question! Imagine this morning that it is you sitting in the hot seat, and that Eddie McGuire asks you the million dollar question. You’ve moved into Flo, you’ve come to Sydney to make your fortune. The world is your oyster. You are determined to have this great city at your feet. And then Eddie asks you the big question.  The most important question you could ever have to answer.  Or so you might think.

But in fact there are far more important questions in life that we need to answer.  And here is the most important question in the world, asked by Jesus when he was on earth two thousand years ago: “Who do you say I am?” 
Get it right, Jesus claimed and you will live forever.  Get it wrong and you lose everything. 

So let’s try to get the right answer by looking at the occasion when Jesus asked his followers this million-dollar question.

If you haven’t seen the show, then you’ve obviously been in cryostasis for the last ten years, but for your benefit contestants are offered three lifelines to help them get the right answer. If they get stuck, they can … 1. Ask the Audience, 2. ‘Phone a friend, or 3. 50/50. This morning Jesus is the Question Master, instead of  Eddie McGuire. 

So let’s try to get the right answer by looking at the occasion when Jesus asked his followers the million dollar question – “Who do you say I am?” It is found in this book, Matthew’s Gospel, the story of Jesus written, not surprisingly, by a man called Matthew. And this morning we too have the same three lifelines to help us answer Jesus’ question and so the first is:
1. “ASK THE AUDIENCE”

The first question that Jesus asks his followers is not,

“Who do you say I am?” (verse 15)

but rather,

“Who do people say the Son of Man is?” (verse 13)

Now Son of Man was just an expression that Jesus used to describe himself. Pointing at himself he asked his disciples, “Who do people say this bloke is?”
Jesus has been travelling throughout Israel for almost three years and vast crowds of people have been following his progress – many of them literally.  Not surprisingly, he is the topic of every conversation – not just the talk of the town but the talk of the nation.  

Who is this who can walk on water, give sight to the blind, hearing to the deaf, healing to the lame, food to the hungry and even life to the dead?  What kind of man is it who can preach and teach like this – with words of authority, unlike the conventional religious teachers?  Who is this Jesus?  Everyone has formed an opinion.

So Jesus asks his followers:

“Who do people say I am?”

The answers show that there is no unanimity of opinion from the audience: They replied, "Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.". (v 14)
Now these answers may seem strange to us for one good reason – most of us are not Jews.  But the people who saw and followed Jesus when he was on earth were almost all Jews for Jesus himself was born a Jew and lived his life in Israel.

And the Jews understood religious figures through their religious writings – the Hebrew Scriptures (what we call the Old Testament in the Christian Bible). 

The last words of the Hebrew Bible contained a cryptic promise that God would send Elijah back before the end of the world – what the prophets called “the day of the Lord” (you can find that in the Book of Malachi, chapter 4, verses 5 and 6).

So this was why some of the people thought that Jesus was Elijah.  Others thought he was Jeremiah or some other famous prophet from the past come back to life.  

Nearer in time, yet others said that he was John the Baptist, a strange and eccentric figure who had emerged from the wilderness region of Israel calling people to turn from their evil ways and to show they meant it by being immersed or baptised under the water of the River Jordan.  His outspokenness had literally cost him his head at the hands of King Herod. So some people thought Jesus was John the Baptist come back to life.

Now, very few people today think that Jesus was John the Baptist, Elijah, or Jeremiah. But, none the less, there are all sorts of different opinions for there always are when you ask the audience this question.  

Some people say that Jesus was a great moral teacher.   Others say he was a religious mystic with supernatural powers.  Yet others say he was a madman or even an evil deceiver.  Some academics claim he is simply an invention of the church.  Yet others claim him as a political freedom fighter and a champion of the poor who was eliminated by the power brokers of his society.  

And some of the opinions seem weird and wonderful and totally illogical and easily demolished with a minimum of investigation.   There is nothing new about that. Even a very superficial investigation of the facts would knock this one down. Jesus was a distant cousin of John the Baptist; their mothers were related. Also Jesus had been baptised by John the Baptist. Clark Kent may never be present at the same time as Superman, Bruce Wayne is always mysteriously absent whenever Batman is around, but Jesus and John the Baptist were clearly two different people. 

No matter – these are all just opinions and, if you ask the audience on this question – “Who is Jesus?” – you will get no clear answer or definitive help.  Even if there were a majority, you would be foolish to go with it.

And that suits a lot of people – perhaps you.  No one can be sure who Jesus was or is, so there is no way that you can be certain or need to commit yourself with an answer.

But, before you take this easy option, this intellectually lazy and spiritually dangerous option, you would be wise to avail yourself of a second lifeline.

2.  “PHONE A FRIEND”

Now, back to the story – to when Jesus asked the million-dollar question. After asking his followers who other people think he is, Jesus turns to his them and asks: “But what about you – who do you say I am?”  

One of their number, Peter by name, immediately volunteers an answer: Simon Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”
Peter answers that Jesus is the Christ or Messiah – the one God had promised to send to bring in God’s kingdom on earth.  

And Jesus, the question master, says that Peter has given the correct answer.

He has got the right answer to the most important question in the world.  Jesus is no ordinary man or prophet, not even Elijah, but the One appointed by God and anointed by God, the most important person in all the universe, the man behind all history, the one who will bring history to its conclusion.

But, how did he get the right answer?  Certainly (as we’ve seen) it was not by asking the audience.  Was he a bit brighter than the other men Jesus had chosen?  How did he get it right?

Well, Matthew in his Gospel, gives us an extra piece of information. Jesus tells us how Peter got it right.  He says,

“Peter, you are truly privileged by God because you didn’t work this out by yourself.  God my Father gave you the correct answer about who I am.”

Now, let me be practical and personal.  All the evidence about the identity of Jesus is there to see, recorded in the accounts of his life.  Take a copy of Matthew’s gospel away and read and study it for yourself.
The evidence will bear scrutiny.  Believe me, Jesus and the Gospels have been subjected to more scrutiny and criticism than all the other figures of history and books in the world put together.  And yet still he stands, and his word stands and people in their millions all over the world in the third millennium after his coming still arrive at the right answer to the most important question in the world and confess:

“Jesus, you are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”

But they and you will never arrive at the right answer without outside help.  So, you need to phone a friend.  And there is only one friend who will give you the right answer and the assurance that it is the right answer. 

Years ago we used to sing a song in Sunday School, called ‘God is still on the throne’. The story is told of one young girl who came home excited from church – “Mummy, mummy”, she shouted, “We learnt a new song today, ‘God is still on the ‘phone”. Pray. Give God a call and ask him to show you who Jesus really is. When you speak to him you will discover that he is never too busy and his line is never engaged for he is only too willing to reveal to you the answer to the most important question in the world – the true identity of his Son, Jesus.
Investigate all this for yourself. Take Matthew’s gospel and read it with an open mind, ask God to reveal his Son to you. I come from a Christian family and I got pretty tired of the guys at high school telling me that I only believed in Jesus because my parents did. So I’d ask them, “Why don’t you believe in Jesus?” Ah, well, the gospels are full of contradictions! … Have you actually read a gospel … er … naw… but my Dad told me or the teacher said!? Yeah right. Don’t accept this because I tell you, or your parents tell you, but don’t reject it on the same basis either.  
Now, perhaps you are interested – but no more.  In the smorgasbord of religion, this seems just like another option that you can pick and taste if you feel like it.  

But it is far more than that, as Jesus went on to explain to the crowds who were listening to him. So here is the third and final lifeline 

3. 50/50

After Jesus had spoken to Peter he then turned to the crowd and presented them with a 50/50 choice. Either he is who he claims to be - the Son of God - or he is not.  You have to make your choice about him and answer his question, “Who do you say I am?”

It is a 50/50 choice.

And the stakes are very high for this is not the quiz programme where you can back off from the difficult question yet still walk away with a few thousand dollars.   No, it is not a quiz or a game but a matter of life and death – all or nothing, winning your life or losing your life.
Throughout History the human race has had plenty of Teachers. Sadly they have not made the world a better place. The First World War was called the war to end all wars, yet it was soon replaced by the Second World War. There is something fundamentally wrong with human relationships. What we need more than a Teacher is a Rescuer. That is why Jesus came. He came to die. I don’t have time to explain this now, but somehow his death can put you right with God and help to restore any broken relationships that you have. I have some copies of this leaflet ‘Two Ways to Live’ which helps to explain it. What we can see from verses 21-23 is that Jesus’ death was essential in God’s rescue plan.
For, in order to win the big prize – so that we can live forever – Jesus had to lose his life – to be nailed to a cross.  It cost him everything and it will cost you everything to follow him – to lose your life by giving it to him.  Or you can hang on to your life – but in the end you will lose everything for Jesus says:

“What good will it be if you gain the whole world yet lose your soul?”

So, let me challenge those of you who have been sitting on the fence since the last millennium, who think you can have it both ways, wanting life yet refusing to give up your life. 

These are the only two options left. So, take a free Gospel and read it, ‘phone a friend. Investigate for yourself. Come along on Sundays to have a closer look at what the Bible says about this Jesus. Take your time. On the one hand I do not want to put any emotional pressure on you, but on the other I do want to make the seriousness of the choice before you very clear. I leave you, not with my words, but with the words of Jesus:
“What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul?” Matthew 16: 26

