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“Who Do You Say that I Am?” 

Luke 9:7-22 

 

 Many years ago John Saxe wrote a poem titled “The Blind Men and the Elephant.” The 

first stanza of the poem goes like this: 

 It was six men of Indostan 

 To learning much inclined, 

 Who went to see the Elephant 

 (Though all of them were blind), 

 That each by observation 

 Might satisfy his mind. 

 Then, each of the six men touched a different part of the elephant. One touched the side 

and concluded that the elephant is like a wall. Another touched the tusk of the elephant and 

stated that the elephant is like a spear. The other four touched other parts of the beast and made 

similar conclusions based on what they’d felt. The poem ends with this stanza: 

 And so these men of Indostan 

 Disputed loud and long, 

 Each in his own opinion 

 Exceeding stiff and strong, 

 Though each was partly in the right, 

 And all were in the wrong! 

 Now you may be wondering why I introduced today’s teaching with excerpts from this 

poem? I did it because there’s often quite a difference between perception and reality. Each of 

the six men had a perception of what an elephant must look like, but the reality was quite 

different. If you’re like me, you’ve had similar experiences where your perceptions turned out to 

be faulty and that led you to wrong conclusions. 

 Our text for today is Luke 9:7 to 22. This is a fairly long portion we’re looking at, but as 

we unpack it, I believe you’ll understand why I selected these verses as a group. There is a 

question that is asked three times in this text, and I believe it reveals the central idea or concept 

Luke wants us to grasp. Try to pick out the question as I read the text, Luke 9:7-22. 

 

 The singular RESPONSES of the three main groups of people in this text provide the 

answer to the question, “Who Do Men Say That I Am?”  
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The First RESPONSE is, 

 A Sinner’s Perplexity  

 Our text opens with Herod the tetrarch. What do you know about him? God saw fit to 

include him in the text so you need to know a little bit about him. He typifies the perplexity of 

sinners in answering the question about who Jesus is.  

 Herod Antipas, that was his real name, was the son of Herod the Great. Many Bible 

readers know about Herod the Great because, following the visit of the Magi from the east, he 

was the one who sent the soldiers to Bethlehem to kill all the baby boys two-years of age and 

under. He wanted no “King of the Jews” to be a threat to his reign. He was known as a cruel and 

ruthless tyrant, even having several of his wives and sons put to death for fear they would usurp 

the throne. On the positive side, he magnificently reconstructed the great Temple in Jerusalem. 

 So Herod Antipas, the man in out text, was the son of a mass murderer. It’s not surprising 

he turned out the way he did – “like father, like son.” You will recall, according to the text, this 

was the man who beheaded John the Baptist. John confronted him for divorcing his wife and 

entering into an adulterous relationship with Herodias, the wife of his half-brother, Philip. Herod 

Antipas was the tetrarch, which means ruler of a fourth part, of Galilee and Peraea. This Herod 

was Jesus’ earthly ruler and the one to whom Pilate sent Jesus during the course of His trial.    

 Now notice what verse seven says about Herod. First, he was hearing about all the things 

that Jesus was doing in the region. And what was his response? He was perplexed. I checked 

several Bible translations and they all used this word, perplexed. The New American Standard 

added the adjective, greatly – Herod was greatly perplexed. He was completely at a loss to 

understand what he was hearing. Today we would describe him as clueless.  

 He certainly had his sympathizers and informers among the people. He heard the rumors, 

“John the Baptist has come back from the dead; that Elijah has reappeared,” or “one of the old 

prophets had arisen from the dead.” His response was, “John I beheaded, but WHO IS THIS I 

keep hearing about?” In his curiosity, Herod had an ongoing desire to see Jesus. Really? OK, 

Herod was king. If he really wanted to see Jesus, what was stopping him from it? It was certainly 

within his power! It seems that a mixture of curiosity and animosity motivated Herod. 
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 I believe Herod was a cynic. As long as he only “wanted” to see Jesus he really didn’t 

need to make it happen. There are many people like him today. As far as we know, the only time 

he met Jesus was just before Jesus was crucified; and there Herod’s cynicism is obvious.  

 Think about it; Herod’s perplexity about who Jesus is typical of the unconverted. Have 

you ever asked an unbeliever what they think about Jesus- who He is? Some will say He’s “a 

baby in a manger, a prophet, a good man, a wise teacher, or a figment of the imagination – a 

crutch for the weak.” Some will say, “I don’t know.” Like Herod, they are perplexed, confused, 

about who Jesus is. So while some of their answers contain partial truth, none of them gets to the 

heart of the issue.  

 You see, as long as people can define Jesus according to their terms, He is non-

threatening. What I mean by that is He has no claim on their lives. Some of them may want to be 

respectful, but they don’t want to worship Him. Worship implies superiority and the need for 

submission or obedience. That would mean lifestyle changes they are unwilling to make. 

Because they’re perplexed about Jesus’ identity they don’t understand that knowing Him 

personally provides the desire and the power to live according to His Word.  

 What about you? What is your response to the question, “Who do you say that I am?” 

Are you perplexed, confused, or unsure about whom Jesus is? Then stay with me as we move on 

to the second response illustrated in the text. 

 

The Second RESPONSE is, 

 The Disciple’s Uncertainty 

 In the next seven verses we see this response of uncertainty. As we examine this 

response, we must realize there are two groups of disciples in view. First, there are the Twelve, 

and then the multitude; and within that multitude varying degrees of disciples.  

 There is another fact I want to introduce. The feeding of the 5,000 is the only miracle 

recorded in all four of the Gospels. We glean some additional details about what happened as we 

compare these various accounts. We’ll mention some of those details where they’re appropriate.  

 Verse 10 provides a detail that sets the stage for what is about to happen. The Twelve 

have returned from their “evangelistic trip” and report to Jesus about all the things that happened. 

Jesus, understanding that this kind of ministry is tiring, leads the Twelve away into an 
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uninhabited place for rest and recuperation. Mark records Jesus saying, “Come apart, and rest 

awhile,” Mark 6:31. One writer commenting on these words of Jesus said, “If we don't come 

apart and rest, we'll just come apart.' 

 The area He chose for their retreat was around Bethsaida. This town was built by Philip 

the Tetrarch, brother of Herod Antipas, and was on the northeastern shore of the Sea of Galilee, 

outside the reach of Herod Antipas who had recently beheaded John the Baptist.  

 As was often the case in Jesus’ ministry, when He sought time alone for prayer and rest, 

the people found out where He was and flocked to the area. That situation repeats itself in verse 

eleven. Rather than retreat, Jesus meets them and heals those who need healing. Seeing Jesus put 

aside His own needs in order to minister to the people should have helped the disciples 

understand who Jesus was. But they, like us, were often slow to grasp the obvious.  

 I want you to reflect with me on a question. Is it unfair to think that the Twelve, after all 

the experiences they had with Jesus, and on their recent mission trip, should have had a greater 

degree of certainty about who Jesus was? After all, verse 6 of this chapter tells us that they [the 

Twelve] went everywhere preaching the Gospel and healing people. They obviously understood 

that the power they exercised was not their own – it was a power delegated to them by Jesus.   

 As Jesus teaches the people about the kingdom of God, and as He heals those who need 

it, the people lose track of the time and the day slips toward its close. I can imagine the Twelve 

watching the decline of the sun and getting nervous. Finally, they come to Jesus and advise Him 

to send the multitude away so they can find food and a place to spend the night. 

 But before we look at Jesus’ response to the disciples, I ask you, “Where did these people 

come from?” Why were so many people in this uninhabited place? John 6:6 gives us the answer; 

at least in part. It was close to the time of Passover. So multitudes of Jewish people were “on the 

road” toward Jerusalem. The Via Maris was the main road that passed south and east through the 

region of Galilee and later connected with the “Hill Road” to Jerusalem. It is likely that many in 

this crowd were on their way to Jerusalem for Passover. The disciple’s response in verse 12 

supports this idea because they knew the people needed lodging. Local people would not have 

needed to do that; they could just go to their homes.  

 In response to the disciples’ advice to send them away, Jesus says, “No, you give them 

something to eat.” What a contrast between the callousness of the Twelve and the compassion of 
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Jesus! The verb tense indicates that Jesus meant do it right now, immediately. “What? Feed a 

crowd of 5,000 men plus women and children! We only have five barley loaves [the bread of the 

poorest people] and 2 small fish and how far will they go among so many?” was their surprised 

response. I believe Jesus’ actions are an attempt to lay their uncertainty to rest. The disciples are 

focused the enormity of the need; Jesus is focused on the sufficiency of the Provider. He might 

have said, “If I can heal all manner of diseases, raise the dead, deliver the demon possessed, and 

calm the sea, don’t you think I can provide food for this multitude?” 

 Instead, He simply tells the disciples to have the people sit down, or literally, recline in 

groups of fifty. That’s the meaning of the Greek word, kataklino. In the New Testament it is used 

exclusively in reference to the oriental posture at mealtime. So imagine with me, if you will, 

more than 100 groups of fifty people reclining, in Mark’s words, “…on the green grass.” It 

seems to me that the willingness of the people to obey this order showed a level of trust and 

expectation that may have exceeded the faith of the Twelve!  

 When everyone was ready, Jesus took the 5 loaves of bread and the 2 fish (the Greek 

word indicates they were very small fish) and gave thanks to the Father for His provision. After 

the prayer, He gave the loaves and fish to the disciples to distribute among the multitude. Again, 

try to enter into the scene. Picture yourself as one of the disciples handing out the food. You 

break off a piece of bread or fish to give to someone, yet the supply in your hand is not 

diminished. You just keep giving, and giving, and giving. Incredible!  

 And not only that, when everyone is fully satisfied, all finished eating; Jesus commanded 

them to “Gather up the fragments that remain, so nothing is wasted.” And they gathered up 

twelve basketsful. We don’t know for sure how large these baskets were, but the point is, the 

disciples thought the resources they had were inadequate for the great need. Jesus showed them 

that His ability to provide was even greater than the need! What thoughts about Jesus may have 

been running through the minds of the Twelve, as each of them stood there holding their 

basketful of leftovers? 

 More importantly, what thoughts are running through your mind as you reflect on this 

familiar miracle? As I reflect on my own experience I sense a kinship with the Twelve. Like 

them, I have seen Jesus do amazing things for me and for others. I believe He has the power to 
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do anything He wills. But my problem is not unbelief, in the sense that He can’t do something; 

my problem is uncertainty that He will perform the way I want Him to in the situation.  

 That reveals a bigger problem; I’m trying to control God/Jesus into resolving the 

situation or meeting the need in the way I want. This leads me to the question, “Can my 

expectations, or lack of them, place limitations on the flow of His power?” I believe the answer 

to that question is yes, and there’s Scripture to support it. Matthew 13:58 tells us that Jesus “did 

not do many mighty works” in His home area “because of [the people’s] unbelief.” Their lack of 

faith limited the ministry of Jesus among them. What about you and me?  

 It is noteworthy that the Gospel accounts of this miracle include nothing about the 

reaction of the crowd! The whole purpose of this miracle was to demonstrate, not so much what 

Jesus could do, but rather, who He was.  

 Now, after this whole scene of the feeding of the 5,000 unfolds, verse 18 tells us that 

Jesus again seeks time alone with the Father and with the Twelve. In that setting He raises a 

variation of the main question of this whole text; “Who do the people say that I am?” We know 

where Jesus was leading with this question. It was a non-threatening way to get the Twelve to 

think about and talk about Jesus’ identity.  

 The Twelve responded by repeating the things they had heard; perhaps things that came 

to them on their recently completed mission trip. “Some say you are ‘John the Baptist;’ others 

say ‘Elijah,’ and still others say ‘that one of the old prophets has risen again.’” It seems obvious 

that the people did not see Jesus as one of these historic figures, literally; but they perceived His 

ministry as supernatural, coming from Heaven. He was in the company of these men who were 

prophets; yet they did not see Him as the Messiah.  

 The Twelve were followers of Jesus, yet they were uncertain about who Jesus really is. 

And there are many professing followers of Jesus today who have similar uncertainty. They 

follow, as it were, for the loaves and fish; for the benefits they can receive from following Jesus.  

 

The Final RESPONSE is, 

 An Insider’s Surety 

 Verse 20 introduces a significant contrast. It is not as obvious in our English text as it is 

in the Greek. The contrast is between Jesus’ questions to the Twelve. The first question, in verse 
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10 was; “Who do THE people say I am?” The contrasting question in verse 12 is; “But you, who 

do YOU say that I am?” The emphasis is on the “you.” Now, Jesus is putting the question 

squarely to them.  

 And, bless God, Peter, good old impetuous, impulsive Peter, under the inspiration of the 

Holy Spirit, blurts out a truth beyond his own comprehension; “The Christ of God.” Peter was an 

insider. Not only was he one of the Twelve he was one of the inner circle of three, and 

spokesman for both groups.   

 Let’s examine Peter’s statement; “The Christ of God.” He was making a clear statement 

that Jesus was the Messiah. If you go to John 1:41 you will find Andrew’s words to Peter; “We 

have found the Messiah, which means, Christ.” Messiah finds its meaning anointed in O.T. 

Hebrew; Christ finds its meaning of the same in the N.T. Greek (and in the Septuagint Greek). 

So these terms were and are synonymous. We know that the full understanding of Peter’s 

confession was only understood by the disciples after the resurrection, but his statement marks a 

growing embrace of the Messianic office of Jesus.  

 Most of the Jews of that time believed that the Messiah would be a descendant of David 

who would sit on a physical throne in Jerusalem after freeing them from the oppression of the 

Romans. They did not subscribe to the idea that the Messiah would be Deity. But Peter’s 

confession clearly made that point. Matthew records Peter saying, “You are the Christ, the Son 

of the Living God.” Luke’s record is simply a shortened version with the same meaning.  

 Peter’s confession was in direct opposition to the pronunciation of the Pharisees and 

religious leaders that “Jesus was NOT the Messiah.” Because Jesus refused to perform the signs 

they requested, they rejected Him. In Matthew’s Gospel this rejection is recorded after the 

feeding of the 5,000 but before Peter’s confession.  

 How could Peter make such a bold confession; only by the Spirit of God? Matthew 

records Jesus as saying to Peter; “Blessed are you, Simon, son of Jonas, for flesh and blood has 

not revealed this to you, but my Father which is in heaven.” And in First Corinthians 12:3 Paul 

reminds us, “Therefore I make known to you that no one speaking by the Spirit of God calls Jesus 

accursed, and no one can say that Jesus is Lord except by the Holy Spirit.” 

 Immediately following Peter’s confession, Jesus forbade the disciples from spreading that 

news abroad. Why? Because, according to John 6:15, Jesus feared the people would forcibly 
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crown Him as their King. The purpose of His coming was not to primarily preside over an 

earthly kingdom, but to reveal and establish the beginning of the kingdom of God. The plans of 

the people would have hindered or thwarted God’s plans, and Jesus was fully committed to 

following His Father’s will. And then, to explain the rationale behind His prohibition, He tells 

the disciples of His impending suffering, death, and resurrection. This reality was totally foreign 

to their concept of a Messiah.  

 So where do you fit in this portion of Scripture? Are you still a sinner, perplexed about 

who Jesus is? Maybe you’ve heard a lot of different ideas about Jesus; but if you really want to 

find out who He is you’ll need to discover the truth in the Holy Scriptures, the Word of God.  

 Or maybe you’re a follower of Jesus, but your faith is weak and your understanding is 

very limited. You know Jesus has power; you’re just not sure He’ll exercise that power at your 

request and in the way you want Him to. If that describes you, think about the miraculous 

provision God has placed in your hands. It’s something much better than a basket of leftover fish 

and bread. He has given you the gift of eternal life! 

 And, finally, if you’re one of the insiders you are convinced that Jesus is the Christ, the 

Son of the Living God. That confession can only be made by the power of the Holy Spirit in you.  

 And so in the final analysis it really doesn’t matter so much what others think of Jesus. 

The primary question is, “Who do you believe Him to be?” If you’ve never done this before, I 

urge you to make Him your Savior and Lord today!  

 

 


