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"But who do you say that I am?"

This question of Jesus to the Apostles marks the climax of St Mark’s Gospel, where St Peter professes Jesus openly as the Messiah, the Anointed One of God. 

Significantly Jesus posed His $64,000 question in the neighbourhood of Caesarea Philippi or Panias, near the foot of Mount Hermon, where the Banyas springs mark one of the sources of the River Jordan. This is the only recorded occasion He ventured outside the borders of Palestine. 

Today the ruins of Panias (in Arabic, Banyas) lie close to the Golan heights, that part of Syria occupied by Israeli Defence Forces since the Six Day War in 1967. 

A popular Arab saying says of Mount Hermon: “At its feet, eternal summer; at its sides, spring; at its shoulders, autumn; at its head, winter.” Its heights are the only zone in Israel with an Alpine climate and popular for skiing. Its 2814 metre summit is a highly militarized zone, for it is where the boundaries of Lebanon, Syria, and the Israeli-occupied Golan coincide.

Panias was only 25 miles from what In Jesus’ time were the orthodox Jewish lakeside towns of Galilee – Capernaum, Tiberias, Bethsaida. In contrast, Panias was a centre of pagan cults, having long been under foreign influence.
In Old Testament days, the Israelite king Jeroboam had built a mountain shrine (one of the “high places”) to the fertility god Baal close to the Fortress of Dan. His support for idolatry brought down punishment from Yahweh. 
Under Greek rulers, Greek idols replaced the Semitic ones.  The locality of Panias had forests, springs and a cave, frequented from time immemorial by wandering shepherds who came to worship. The area became a religious centre for adoration of the Greek god, Pan. He was a satyr, half goat and half man, with shaggy legs and goat hooves, bearded, with a goat-like face and horns. With the sexual habits of a goat, he was invoked as a god of lust.
Recent excavations by the Israeli Antiquities Authority have uncovered the sacred precinct dedicated to Pan. It sits atop an 80 metre natural terrace along a cliff, which towers over the town.  The precinct contained a temple, courtyards, a grotto and niches for rituals. In one section the sacred goats supposedly danced to the music of the Pan flutes, played by the priests behind a partition.

At its western end is a large cave sacred to Pan, and at the foot of the sacred precinct are the Banyas springs.

About 20 BC Herod the Great annexed the Panias region to his kingdom. Opposite the entrance to the cave of Pan, Herod erected a temple to Zeus in honour of his patron, Augustus Caesar.

In 2 BC Herod’s son Philip chose the town as his capital and re-named it Caesarea Philippi, in honour of Augustus Caesar. Contemporary sources refer to the city as Caesarea Panias; the New Testament uses Caesarea Philippi. (Matt. 16:13) 
During the first century AD another shrine was constructed, dedicated to Pan and the Nymphs. After Jesus’ time, a shrine to Nemesis, the goddess of revenge, was added. The archaeologists have found an abundance of fragments of statuettes - Athena, Zeus, Aphrodite, Apollo, Artemis, Dionysos and Pan. Obviously any god who took your fancy might oblige ….
It was against this background of pagan gods and idols – Baal, Pan, the Caesars, Zeus - that Jesus put the all-important question to his apostles: “Who do you say that I am?”
Today, in our multi-faith world of Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, New Age and general indifference – this is still the decisive question. Who is this Jesus, son of a carpenter, who is crucified and rises from the dead? For salvation is to be found in no other name but only in the name of Jesus. “No man comes to the Father except through me.” If we want to go to heaven, it must be through Jesus Christ. There is no alternative route.
That much criticized document, Dominus Iesus, which came forth from Cardinal Ratzinger’s office in the year 2000, was saying precisely this – that Christ is the unique mediator between God and man, the only Saviour. 
While we respect other religious traditions, we cannot regard them as factual and true in the way that Catholicism is true. They lack the narrative of the Incarnation and the Redemption, of God breaking into our world and dying upon the Cross to save us.

Jesus did not stroll around Caesarea Philippi with his apostles saying: “How wonderful it is to live in a pluralistic society! We could try a little Pan-worship dancing with the sacred goats, or shall we adore in the Temple of Zeus today? Or a pinch of incense burnt in honour of Caesar? Or shall we go up to the high places for some good old Baal worship? What’s it to be, brothers? Every cult is a search for the divine in its many manifestations.”
Jesus was no multi-culti syncretist. His question was a dreadful challenge? Dare you, as pious Jews, for whom God is safe up in His heaven, recognize me for Who I am? -  the very Incarnation of the Eternal God of your fathers, the God above all gods, “for the gods of the heathens are naught.” 
The pagans believed that the cave of Pan formed the entrance to the underworld. The fertility gods supposedly lived underground during the winter, returning to earth each spring. In this sense the town of Panias was literally at the gates of Hades. It was these “gates of the underworld” which Jesus told Peter would not prevail against His Church. The true Gospel would vanquish the pagan cults.  

However, no sooner had St Peter confessed Jesus’ Messiahship, than the Lord began to expound what type of a Messiahship His was to be – not one of glorious military success like that of David, but rather that prophesied by deutero-Isaiah in our first reading this weekend:

“I gave my back to those who beat me, my cheeks to those who plucked my beard; My face I did not shield from buffets and spitting. The Lord God is my help, therefore I am not disgraced; I have set my face like flint, knowing that I shall not be put to shame.” (Is 50:6-7) Jesus the Messiah would suffer and be put to death.
In this area filled with false idols and pagan worship, Jesus challenged his Apostles to commit themselves to Himself as the one true God. The false gods promised ease and prosperity, but they seldom delivered. Jesus promised a Gospel of self-denial but at the end, a glorious reward:
"Whoever wishes to come after Me must deny himself, take up his cross, and follow Me. For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake and that of the gospel will save it.

St James in his Epistle warns us that empty lip service, faith alone without deeds, is not enough. Speaking to Christian converts, his brothers, he insists that “faith without works is dead.” We must have a living faith which is fruitful in good works. A dead faith, faith alone without works, is of no use.

It was a novelty proposed by the Protestant Reformation that all we had to do to be saved was simply to “believe in Jesus.” There are some sects which still teach a “one-saved, always saved” doctrine i.e. that once a Christian has “received the Lord Jesus in his heart”, he can never forfeit the gift of salvation, even if he commits murder, adultery, or other grave sins. 
Of course, such a view is completely un-Scriptural. It denies the possibility of losing the gift of salvation by unrepented mortal sin. The only place in the entire New Testament that the expression “faith alone” appears is in James 2:24, and it is in the negative: “Man is justified by works and not by faith alone.” Saving faith must be a living faith, faith-in-action.
St James insists that obedience to the law is necessary for salvation, and that those who disobey the law will experience judgement. As Jesus reminded us, even sins of omission can send us to hell – if we despise the poor, the hungry, the sick, and never raise a finger to aid them. 
Because Martin Luther disliked the Bible teaching that works as well as faith are necessary for salvation, he rejected the Epistle of James as a spurious book and wanted to exclude it from the canon of Sacred Scripture – when it had already been accepted for 1500 years by all Christians. 
It’s the old trick – don’t let the Word of God stand in the way of your personal opinions. If Scripture says something contrary to what you want to believe, then find some clever arguments to undermine or re-interpret the passage you dislike, or even throw it out of the canon….  Fortunately, as Jesus taught us, the Scripture cannot be rejected.
