
Confessing Christ 

“But who do men say that I am?” This was the question posed by Jesus to Peter. But this question 

could just as easily be posed to us. Of all the questions Jesus ever asked this one is by far the most 

important. In fact, I would say this is “the” question, the question above all other questions. It is a question 

every person must be able to answer, for if we can’t answer this question for ourselves then our faith is in 

vain and we are to be pitied above all others. Over the last few days, I have been sending out quotes from 

Soren Kierkegaard in my daily devotions. Seeing how we have been considering him already, I would like 

to incorporate his thought into my sermon this morning. Anyone who is familiar with the life of 

Kierkegaard knows that he was disheartened by the pitiful state of the Church of his day. Born and raised 

in Copenhagen, Denmark in the early part of the 19th century, Kierkegaard grew up in a time when church 

and state were indistinguishable. The Danish Lutheran Church was the official state church of Denmark, 

and as such you were born into the church; you lived and died under its banner. But the Danish State 

Church was in sorry condition. Membership was a birthright, but not taken very seriously. Faith waned. 

Enthusiasm for God’s Word cooled and rationalism prevailed. This angered Kierkegaard, so much so that 

he set himself to write against the spiritual lethargy he witnessed around him. He began his critique by 

making a distinction between Christendom and Christianity. He attacked Christendom, but not 

Christianity. He argued against the corrupted practices of Christendom, but wholly extolled the virtues of 

Christ and the New Testament. Christianity was, after all, a matter of faith, and the person so called by 

the Gospel must understand that he/she will have to suffer for the faith and hated by the world. Not so for 

the citizens of Christendom. Becoming a Christian was a matter of course― politically advantageous and 

socially beneficial. But this automatic entrance into church membership lacked authenticity, commitment 

and passion. 



It is within this contextual framework that Kierkegaard developed his three spheres of existence, 

which can be easily applied to our text. The three spheres are the aesthetic, the ethical and the religious. 

Let us explore each one thinking about Christ’s question: “Who do men say that I am?” The aesthetic lives 

up to its name by being concerned only with the outward, the veneer, the surface level glitter. The aesthetic 

person puts distance between himself and Christ. The aesthetic admires Christ as he/she would admire 

Socrates or Dante or Shakespeare―from a distance. The Bible for the aesthetic is pleasing to the ears; a 

beautiful story, which is full of exotic tales from a faraway land. But this admiration in no way implies 

engagement. It is read. It is enjoyed. But the reader always stands above the Bible. The story is interpreted, 

but never breathed in or lived. So answering the question about Christ’s identity is nothing more than idle 

speculation. Christ is over there, the aesthetic over here. Christ words are not offensive or challenging, 

they can’t be, for they have been milked of all unpleasant venom. Jesus is a clever stylist, but never a 

Savior.  

“Who do men say that I am?” The ethical person steps up to answer- “you are the great paragon 

of virtue”. You are the great example of a life well lived. The ethical person has progressed past the 

immediate level of the aesthetic. He/she is further along and comes dangerously close to taking Christ’s 

words seriously. But the ethical person stops short. There’s still a distance between the speaker and the 

hearer. The words of Christ are analyzed through the lens of self-improvement, self-realization. The 

ethical man fails to see how a self-realization ethic leads only to relativism. The ethical person realizes 

that life demands choice and he can justify his either/or decisions by his own insight and rationality. He 

is sensitive to the moral choices life poses and looks upon Christ as the great moral exemplar.  

Both the aesthetic and the ethical spheres are marked by an indifference, a spirit of insouciance. In 

both stages, the message of Christ does not cross the personal barrier, it does not penetrate the heart. There 

is still resistance. Christ is still nothing more than a John the Baptist, an Elijah, a Jeremiah, a Buddha, a 



Confucius, a Plato. And the hearers, whether they be of the aesthetic persuasion or the ethical persuasion, 

must be understood as modern day Judases. To be sure, it is not literally with a kiss that Christ is betrayed 

in the present age: today one betrays with an interpretation, a dispassionate distance, a ready dismissal to 

pursue other matters of the heart. We must move higher, though, to another sphere of existence, higher 

than the aesthetic, higher than the ethical, where all opinions and ethical rules of conduct are suspended. 

We must go beyond the worldly to enter the heavenly realm where God has the final word. Where God 

holds us accountable. Where God interprets us and not the other way around.  “Who do men say that I 

am?” “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” This is the only answer worthy of our attention, our 

consideration, our respect. For only this answer takes seriously the person of Christ as the flesh and blood 

embodiment of God Himself. This is the answer of the religious person. Here, there are no proofs of God’s 

existence offered. Here no arguments are made to defend God’s mode of being. For to defend anything is 

to discredit it. He who defends it has never believed it.  Here Christianity ceases to be a spectator sport, it 

is not watched from the sidelines. Here there is only faith. It is the “leap of faith” as Kierkegaard called it. 

It is a leap into absurdity to find lucidity, a blind leap into the Absolute where we confess that in Christ 

God became man, and we believe this apparent contradiction with all our hearts. True faith, then, is a risk. 

The truly religious person understands this―to lose your life is the only way to find it. Faith is a reckless 

abandonment of the self only to live in another. For the leap of faith is freedom, passion, and endless 

possibility in God. And this leap of faith, this confession of Christ as the Son of the living God, is a call 

of grace, an action of God in us. For flesh and blood did not reveal it to Peter, nor to us. Flesh and blood 

did not reveal it, but rest assured, dear brothers and sisters in Christ, the gates of hell will never prevail 

against it. Amen.   

In Christ,  

Pastor Jeremy Mills       


