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Our gospel passage today is a well known one. In 
Matthew 16, verses 13 to 20, Peter declares who 
he believes Jesus to be! And he gets it spot on.  
 
Hearing what the crowds had been saying about 
him, Jesus asks his disciples: “Who do you say that 
I am?” 
 
And Peter answers: 

“You are the Messiah, the Son of the living 
God.”  

Matthew 16:16 
 
That is quite a statement. Bravo Peter. It is a big 
moment in redemption history.  
  
Peter here declares two things about Jesus: is two 
things:  
 

1.That Jesus is the Messiah, or in Greek - the 
Christ, which means ‘the anointed one,’ 
prophesied in the Old Testament to come and 
fulfill the promises God made to his people.  

2.That Jesus is the Son of God; divine, of the 
Father. 

 
But what has this to do with us, apart from being a 
wonderful record of a significant moment? Does it 
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do anything to help us as we seek to live Jesus’ 
way in these pandemic days? 
 
Let’s start to answer that by seeing how Jesus 
replies. 
 
Jesus replies by stating how Peter worked this out. 
It was not by himself. It is a work of the Father.  
 

“Blessed are you, Simon, son of Jonah! For 
flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, 
but my Father in heaven.” 
Matthew 16:17 

 
This is not a surprise to us as we read Matthew’s 
gospel, for Matthew has set this up for us in 
chapter 11:  
 

“All things have been handed over to me by 
my Father; and no one knows the Son except 
the Father, and no one knows the Father 
except the Son and anyone to whom the 
Son chooses to reveal him.”  
Matthew 11:27 
 

Knowledge of the Father and the Son comes 
through revelation, through God’s work, not ours.  
 
Then Jesus continues with his words to Peter: 
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“And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock 
I will build my church, and the gates of Hades 
will not prevail against it. 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.” 
Matthew 16:18, 19 

 
All very intriguing, but again what does it mean for 
us? Is there anything here that applies to us and 
can help us live out our life in Christ in these 
strange days? 
 
Let’s dig a little deeper.  
 
What exactly does Jesus say to Peter here?  
 
He says that he will build his church on the Rock, 
which is Peter. It’s a pun; pure and simple. The 
original language makes it clear.  
 
The Greek says, “It is on you Petros, I will build 
my church on you Petra, the rock.”  
 
Peter is not being singled out because he is ‘rock-
like’ in character. It is a pun on his name.  
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It’s on you Rocky, I will build my church on you, 
the Rock.  
 
It’s a clever pun, yet Jesus is saying something 
significant here. If this is not about Peter having 
rock-like, foundational qualities, what is it and why 
Peter? 
 
It was Peter who was the first to be called by Jesus 
in Matthew 3. And Mark’s gospel tells us the cost: 
 

“Peter began to say to him, ‘Look, we 
have left everything and followed you.’”  
Mark 10:28 

 
It’s Peter who gets out of the boat and walks to 
Jesus on the water, as we saw two weeks ago. It is 
Peter now, who here declares that Jesus is Messiah 
and Son of God.  
 
What has Peter consistently shown? A willingness 
to be open to Jesus, to believe what Jesus says 
and to act.  
 
So it is Peter’s faith, trust and obedience that Jesus 
is responding to when he speaks of building his 
church. Faith, trust and obedience are essential 
elements for the ongoing movement of ‘the 
church.’ Though, the word here for ‘church’ is not 
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as we would understand it in the institutional 
sense. It has the sense of what we see firstly, in 
the Old Testament, in verses such as Ruth 4:11, 2 
Samuel 7:13-14, Psalm 118:22, of God building a 
people, his people, into a house of which Jesus is 
the chief cornerstone, that stone that ‘the builders 
rejected’ as Peter was later to quote in his first 
letter.  So ‘church’ is used in the sense of ‘my 
people; those who follow me and whom I am 
building.’ This meaning is, of course, a great 
description of the church! Jesus’ people who follow 
him; who trust Him, who have faith in Him, who 
hand themselves over to His will and purposes; 
people who are living stones, as Peter calls us in 1 
Peter 2:5 
 
People who have faith in him and trustingly live out 
his purposes can neither be stopped nor defeated 
in the accomplishment of his purposes.  
 
In fact, Jesus says: 
 

“...the gates of Hades cannot prevail 
against it.”  

Matthew 16:18 
 
Now we tend to think this is about the devil. That 
the devil’s attacks will not prevail against us. But 
that is not what Jesus is saying. Gates don’t 
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attack. When they are shut, they keep out. The 
‘gates of Hades’ cannot stand, cannot remain shut, 
cannot keep out the gospel and cannot prevail 
against those trusting and following Jesus.  
 
And this phrase: ‘gates of Hades’ was a very 
common phrase in Jesus’ time, used in biblical and 
secular sources to refer to ‘death and dying’. Not 
even death can stop the building of the Kingdom 
through the Lord’s people when they walk in trust, 
obedience and faith in Christ. 
 
Which brings us to this bit: 
 

“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.” 
Matt 16:19 

 
This has caused all kinds of trouble over the years. 
What does it mean? Is Jesus giving power to Peter 
to dictate what happens in heaven? What does it 
mean and what does it mean for us today? 
 
Let’s start with keys. Where else is there a 
reference to keys that can help us understand? 
Jesus himself says this to the teachers of the law 
in Luke 11:52: 
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“Woe to you lawyers! For you have taken away 
the key of knowledge; you did not enter 
yourselves, and you hindered those who were 
entering.” 
Luke 11:52 

 
Jesus describes the religious elite as people who 
have refused to accept who he is, with the result 
that, not only do they themselves not enter the 
kingdom, but they also prevent others from 
entering too. Refusing him, they have taken away 
the key of knowledge  regarding the truth of who 
he is.  
 
Contrast that with Peter’s declaration. He can see 
the truth of who Jesus is. The key of that 
knowledge is not taken away; in fact it is given to 
Peter.  
 
This picture of the key therefore has the sense of 
the proclamation of the truth of who Jesus is, as 
revealed by the Father, so that people may see the 
truth and enter the kingdom. It's what we see 
Jesus doing and teaching the disciples to do 
throughout Matthew and Luke: 
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“Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in 
their synagogues and proclaiming the good 
news of the kingdom....” 
Matthew 4:23, Matthew 9:35, Luke 8:1, Luke 

9:2, Luke 9:60 
 
First, there must be the proclamation of the good 
news of the kingdom, which has come near to us 
in Jesus. Then the kingdom is wide open to those 
who respond to him, but shut to those who reject.  
 
Who preaches that first Sermon on the day of 
Pentecost? Peter! Who is it that preaches to the 
Sandhedrin in Acts 4? Peter! So Peter becomes the 
first proclaimer of the gospel after Jesus ascends 
into heaven. People respond to or reject his words. 
If they reject him, they reject Jesus and the one 
who sent him. If they accept, for they see who 
Jesus is, then it is the Father who has revealed it 
to them. So it is not Peter they accept or reject. It 
is God himself in heaven, that they accept or 
reject.  
 
So when Jesus speaks of Peter binding or 
loosening, it is not that Peter is calling the shots 
and heaven must comply. Instead, it is God who 
reveals Jesus to people through the proclamation 
of the good news. This makes sense of the 
‘binding’ and ‘loosening.’ Peter ‘binds’ or ‘loosens’ 
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through faithfully doing what has been asked of 
him, for heaven has acted first.  
 
So is this task of holding the keys given solely to 
Peter? We see in Matthew 10 and in Luke 10, Jesus 
giving authority to all those he sends out. All the 
Lord’s people are called to ‘fish for people,’ to be 
salt and light, to preach the good news of the 
kingdom. We are all sent out in the great 
commission. That calling and task is for every 
Christian. So by our faithful proclamation, in words 
and actions, we too hold the key of the knowledge 
of the truth of Jesus Christ. God works through us 
in our lives, so that people might see him.  
 
You might not think you can make much difference 
in this spreading of the good news. Be encouraged. 
You do make a difference. I have been reading a 
very interesting book recommended to me by Alan 
Chettle. It’s called ‘I once was lost’ and it is the 
testimony of young Christians and how they came 
to faith. It is particularly about the faith journey of 
those who came to faith in university. So, what 
was it that caused them to start thinking again 
about Jesus? The authors found, in their research, 
that the common first step was this: they found a 
Christian they could trust. Simply being a 
trustworthy friend may be the thing you do that 
becomes the first step for someone in their journey 
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of faith. So don’t worry about having all the right 
words. Remember that people recognize who Jesus 
is through God’s own revelation. 
 
And regardless of the days we live in, God builds 
his Church on his faithful, trusting, obedient 
people; first with Peter then every generation of 
Christians since, who, by their proclamation of the 
Light of the world through word and action, offer 
the world the key to the kingdom in Jesus Christ, 
the Lord and Saviour of all.  
 


