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It was a little over 30 years ago that we began doing some 
genealogy work on the Adams side of our family. At the time, we 
were still living in Florida. While visiting Wisconsin on vacation, we 
went to the Milwaukee County Courthouse to begin digging into 
our family history. As we looked up my grandfather’s birth 
certificate, we discovered something that shocked us: my Grandpa 
Adams wasn’t actually an Adams by birth. His last name was 
originally Abramowski, and at some point, it had been legally 
changed to Adams. 
 
My grandfather was still alive, so naturally we asked him about it. 
At first, he denied it. Eventually, however, he admitted that he knew 
the name had been changed—but he refused to tell us why. All he would say was, “It was a secret that I had hoped to take 
to my grave.” After 60 years of marriage, even my grandmother knew nothing about it. Grandpa told us only that if she 
had known, she might not have married him. But he never explained why. 
 
So, over the years, we began doing some digging of our own, trying to solve the mystery behind the name change. And we 
are pretty sure we discovered the reason. My great-grandfather had a brother named Richard Abramowski, who also went 
by the alias Richard Adams. Richard had developed quite a skill at counterfeiting money. In fact, one Milwaukee Journal 
article said that “he was termed by police one of the cleverest counterfeiters in the nation.” Apparently, he was also pretty 
good at escaping from custody. At one point, he was wanted by the United States Bureau of Investigation, Department of 
Justice, as an escaped federal prisoner. He would eventually be caught and sent back to prison. 
 
Until we started digging into our family history, we had no idea that we had a wanted criminal in the family—much less 
someone who apparently had a reputation as one of the best counterfeiters in the country. Suddenly, the name change 
began to make sense. We could understand why my great-grandfather might have wanted to leave the name Abramowski 
behind and become an Adams. After all, names are important. Who would want to carry a name that people associated 
with a notorious federal prisoner? Changing the family name was one way of keeping Richard’s reputation from being 
passed down to future generations. 
 
I don’t know whether there is an interesting story behind your name. But most of us recognize that names matter. Why 
did your parents give you the name they did? Perhaps you were named after a parent, grandparent, or someone else who 
was important to your family. Maybe your parents simply liked the sound of your name. Sometimes a name is chosen 
because of its meaning; sometimes it isn’t. But names have a way of telling us something about who we are—and 
sometimes, as my family discovered, they can even tell a story about where we came from. 
 
Jesus asked his disciples that all-important question in our text this morning. “When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea 
Philippi, he asked his disciples, ‘Who do people say the Son of Man is?’” And then he made the question personal: “Who 
do you say I am?” That is a question every human being must answer. And the answer matters eternally. Who is Jesus? 
 
By this time, Jesus had been with his disciples for nearly three years. They had seen Jesus in action. They watched him heal 
the sick and raise the dead. They saw him give commands to the wind and the waves—and watched them obey. They had 
listened to his teaching. They had seen what he could do and heard what he had to say. The crowds who followed Jesus 
were also trying to figure out who he was. So, the disciples told Jesus some of the answers they had heard: “Some say 
John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 
 
As the disciples rattled off those popular opinions, one thing stands out: those were all complimentary answers. There 
were no bad people on that list. To compare Jesus to John the Baptist, Elijah, Jeremiah, or one of the prophets was to hold 
him in very high regard. But even the most flattering wrong answer was still a wrong answer. None of them came close to 
the truth of who Jesus really is. 



 
And that matters, because what you believe about God shapes the way you live your life. If you think of God as a divine 
scorekeeper, keeping track of every good deed and every sin, you will spend your life trying to make sure the good 
outweighs the bad. If you think of God as distant—watching the events of your life unfold but rarely becoming involved—
you probably won't spend much time asking him to change your circumstances. If you think of God as simply accepting of 
everything we do, patiently waiting in heaven for everyone to arrive someday, then sin doesn't seem very serious and 
forgiveness doesn't seem very necessary. 
 
If you think of God primarily as a stern judge, you may be afraid to approach him in prayer. If you think of him as a loving 
parent, you may turn to him when you need help or advice. If you think of him simply as a friend, you may spend hours 
talking to him in prayer. What we believe about God matters. What we believe about Jesus matters. It affects how we pray, 
how we worship, how we face our sins, how we deal with our fears, and even how we face death. 
 
That is why Jesus' question is so important. He isn't simply asking the disciples to give him the right answer on a religious 
quiz. He is asking the question on which everything else depends: “Who do you say I am?” In some ways, it doesn’t matter 
what your neighbor thinks about Jesus, or what your coworker thinks, or even what your friends think. The question Jesus 
asks is personal: What do YOU say? What do YOU believe? 
 
Peter answers that question with a powerful confession of faith: “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” Peter 
got it that day. What’s in a name? In that name—Messiah—is the whole story of our salvation. Yes, Jesus was truly a man. 
But he was so much more than just a man. He is the Son of the living God who came into this world to rescue sinners. He 
took on human flesh for you and me. He lived in our place. He died in our place. He rose again so that we might live forever. 
 
That is the central message of the Christian Church: Jesus is “the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” Peter’s confession 
says it all. Jesus is our Lord. Jesus is our Savior. Jesus is our Messiah. And it is on that truth that Christ builds his Church. 
Satan cannot destroy it. Death cannot defeat it. Hell itself cannot overcome it. Jesus promises, “The gates of Hades will 
not overcome it.” 
 
So, what’s in a name? There may be all kinds of interesting stories behind our names. There may be meaning, history, and 
family connections. But in the end, our names occupy only a brief moment in time. Generations pass, memories fade, and 
eventually much of our history is forgotten. But Jesus’ name will never be forgotten. And because of Jesus, neither will 
yours. God knows your name. He remembers your name—not because of what you have accomplished or because of the 
reputation you have built, but because of what Jesus has done for you. Your Savior lived for you, died for you, rose for you, 
and has made you his own. 
 
So, when Jesus asks, “Who do you say I am?” may God give each of us the faith to join Peter in confessing: “You are the 
Messiah, the Son of the living God.” Amen. 


