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“ON THIS ROCK”

Matthew 16:13-23

If you ever visit Rome and enter Vatican Square you will see St. Peter’s Basilica, with Peter’s huge statue outside.  In one hand he holds a large set of keys.  Today we’ll explore the text which inspired the many jokes about Peter as the keeper of the keys at the Pearly Gates.  Here’s one of them - after a long illness a woman died and arrived at the Gates of Heaven.  While she was waiting for St. Peter to greet her, she peeked through the Gates.  She saw a beautiful banquet table with people she knew sitting around it who all waved to her, and said, “We’ve been waiting for you!”  Just then St. Peter came by, and the woman said, “This is such a wonderful place!  How do I get in?”  Peter responded, “You have to spell a word.”  “Which one?” she asked.  “Love.”  The woman did so correctly and St. Peter welcomed her to Heaven.

About 6 months later St. Peter came to the woman and asked her to watch the Gates for him that day.  While she was doing so, her husband arrived.  “I’m surprised to see you,” said the woman, “How have you been?”  “Oh, I’ve been doing pretty well since you died,” her told her.  “I married the beautiful young nurse who took care of you while you were ill.  And then I won the lottery.  I sold the little house you and I lived in and bought a big mansion!  And my wife and I traveled all round the world.  We were staying in Monaco earlier today when I went water skiing and hit my head, and here I am.  How do I get in?”  “You have to spell a word” the woman told him.  “Which one?” he asked.  “Czechoslovakia!” 

Let’s hear our text – Matthew 16:13-23, found on p.18 in the NT section of the pew Bibles.  Jesus gave his disciples a sort of mid-term examination.  They had spent significant time with him by now, had heard his teaching and witnessed his dynamic healing ministry.  And so now he asks about his identity, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?”  The disciples answered that public opinion put Jesus in the category of prophet –  God’s mouthpiece of spokesperson, comparing him to John the Baptist, Elijah, and Jeremiah.  The voice of prophecy had gone silent four hundred years earlier.  Now people said God was once again speaking directly to his people through Jesus. 

This was high praise indeed!  Jesus asks a followup question, “But who do you say that I am?”  Jesus wants to know what his own disciples believe about him!  As usual Peter is the first to answer, “You are the Messiah or Christ (the anointed one), the Son of the living God.”  

This is the very first time in Matthew’s narrative that a person confessed faith in Jesus as the Messiah!  As we’ll see, it was an important break-through!  Jesus responded that Peter was specially blessed because God had revealed this to him!


Next come these famous words, “And I tell you, you are Peter (Petros – meaning “rocky”), and on this rock (petra) I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.”  Jesus makes a pun!  He calls Simon “rocky” and then says, “on this rock” I will build my church.  Peter, with his faith in Jesus as Messiah will be the initial rock or stone on which Jesus will build that community of faith.  

And even “the gates of Hades,” death itself (Hades = the Hebrew “sheol” the land of the dead) will not be victorious over it.  This is a hint about Jesus’ coming resurrection, in which he promises his followers a share.  

Jesus’ blessing continues, “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”  Peter subsequently “opened the door of the kingdom” to thousands of Jews through his sermon on Pentecost and later began the Gentile mission when he shared the Gospel with Gentiles at the home of Cornelius in Caesarea (Acts 10:34-48).  

The binding and loosing gives Peter authority to lay down binding rules and also exemptions from them, to practice church discipline, and to forgive sin.  Just two chapters later, Mathew (18:18) records that same authority is granted the disciples as a body, so this authority is not Peter’s alone.  
After that blessing on Peter, Jesus told the disciples not to tell others about his identity as the Messiah.  And then he began to share with them about what lay ahead for him in his messianic ministry – that he would suffer at the hands of the chief priests, the elders, and the scribes, that they would kill him and that he would rise on the third day.

This is not the sort of messiahship Peter had in mind!  Peter probably understood Jesus to be the messianic “son of David,” the ideal Davidic king who would restore the nation to the glory and independence it had known under the first David. So he took Jesus aside to tell him so in no uncertain terms.  Peter saw what Jesus outlined not as a disaster to be avoided, certainly not the will of God!  In so doing, Peter gave voice to one of Satan’s earlier temptations (4:8-9) that Jesus could avoid the cross and still achieve his objectives.  

Perhaps because this was a real and ongoing temptation for Jesus, he responded with very harsh language, “Get behind me, Satan!  You are a stumbling block to me; for you are setting your mind not on divine things but on human things.”  Ironically, as long as Peter holds his traditional messianic expectations, the “rock” on which Jesus wants to build his church will prove instead to be a “stumbling block!” 

I want to explore two questions with you - what does this text and others tell us about Peter’s role?  And what do we learn here about Jesus’ identity and mission?  What about Peter?   He is always mentioned first in lists of the twelve disciples throughout the Gospels and always assumed a position of leadership.  Peter was most often the first one to act or respond verbally to something Jesus said or did.  And while Peter had a number of triumphs, he also experienced a number of dismal failures as well – for example when on the night of Jesus’ arrest he denied even knowing Jesus three times!  
What happened to Peter after this point?  Following Jesus’ resurrection, Peter was the first male to whom the Risen Christ appeared (1 Cor. 15:5).  After his encounter with the Risen Christ the upredictable, volatile Peter became the reliable “rock” and trustworthy leader Jesus wanted him to become. It was Peter who took the initiative for arranging for a replacement for Judas Iscariot (Acts 1:15ff) and preached about Jesus’ death and resurrection during the first Christian sermon at Pentecost (Acts 2:14ff).  Later he made the defense speech on behalf of the infant Christian movement before the Sanhedrin (Acts 4:8-12).  Peter also played a key role helping settle the first great church controversy at the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:6ff).  Peter dominates the first twelve chapters of Luke’s narrative in his “Acts of the Apostles” after which Paul dominates the story line.  Peter disappeared from Luke’s narrative completely following the Jerusalem Council and by that time James, the brother of Jesus has succeeded him as the key leader of the Jerusalem Church.  From that point on we know little about Peter’s activities. 
Peter clearly fulfilled his role as the initial rock on which Christ constructed his church!  Church tradition tells us that eventually Peter made his way to Rome and that he was martyred there, as was Paul, during the reign of Emperor Nero, around the year 64 A.D.  Tradition says his bones lay under the altar in St. Peter’s Basilica. 

Although Peter was the first key leader in the mother church in Jerusalem, we have no evidence of claims by the Roman Catholic Church that Peter served as a leader or as bishop of the church in Rome.  In fact the oldest list of bishops from the pen of Irenaeus begins with Linus, not Peter!  Nor is there NT evidence that Peter’s unique authority was transferred to his successor.  Not until the fourth century is this passage used to support the claim of primacy for the bishop of Rome as the inheritor of Peter’s office.  Finally there is no evidence from Scripture of early Church tradition that Peter ever held a post of leadership over the church at large.  It was not until Innocent I (402-417) in the 5th century to claim a universal jurisdiction for the Roman bishop. 
What does this passage tell us about Jesus?  That it’s important that we come to personal faith in Jesus as Messiah; that he’s more than a wonderful teacher and healer, more even than God’s spokesperson – a prophet.  He is the Messiah, the Christ, the anointed of God, the Son of the Living God!  Later, Paul will write (Eph. 2:20) that Christ himself is the cornerstone of the household of God “built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets,” so Peter is one of a number of apostles upon whom Christ builds his community of faith.  And Christ alone is the cornerstone of that spiritual temple!
“Who do you say that Jesus is?” Have you answered that question for yourself? If Jesus is the Messiah, then you can have a relationship with him here and now.  If he’s the Son of the Living God, then you can look to him for guidance and direction.  And if Christ rose from the dead, he is able to offer you the gift of life everlasting.  Who do you say Jesus is?
Let us pray:  Lord, thank you that Peter became the rock on which Christ built his church; we praise You that he became the rock-steady leader of the early church.  And we thank You especially for his insight that Jesus is the Messiah, the Christ.  Work in each of us here today that we may embrace Christ by faith as Messiah, Savior and Lord.  In His Holy name.  Amen.
