
Matthew 16:13-20 Sermon during Covid 

 

For many people, Jesus is an ancient, distant and possibly misunderstood historical figure.  For 

others he is a legend, or a man who people invented things about at a later date.  For some, more 

Da Vinci Code minded people, he was a man who married Mary Magdelene in secret and then 

deceived the world.  Quite a number of people would seek to drive a wedge between the Jesus of 

history and the Jesus reported in the Bible, and even more would seek to distance Jesus from the 

institutional church as it is today.  Perhaps never before has the question that Jesus asks in this 

reading been more pertinent – ‘Who do you say that I am?’ And this is the question that this reading 

will leave us with too – ‘Who do I say that Jesus is?’ – really, deep down, under all the veneer of 

churchiness, beneath all the suspicion and cynicism or doubt, and in the face of all the evidence.  

Everyone has an opinion, and to dismiss Jesus is just as much a judgment call as to embrace him.  So 

Who do You say that Jesus is? 

Our story picks up with Jesus and his closest friends, the disciples, in the area of Caesarea Philippi.  

This was a non-Jewish area and therefore it’s likely that they were able to have a little break from 

the crowds that tended to follow Jesus around and finally get some chance to reflect.  Caesarea 

Philippi was known for a cave which is one of the sources of the river Jordan where there was a 

shrine to a god called Pan and some water nymphs – an interesting place to stop and reflect on the 

nature and identity of Jesus.  So Jesus, in a non-Jewish area amidst pagan beliefs asks his friends who 

people believe him to be.   

The names reeled off in response represent a range of sympathetic views.  Presumably there were 

other ones too that the disciples didn’t report back!  You’ll perhaps remember John the Baptist – the 

cousin of Jesus who briefly rose to fame as someone who called Israel to turn their lives around and 

then had his head chopped off by King Herod.  The list also contains big Old Testament names like 

Elijah and Jeremiah, both thought to be involved in the coming of the Messiah – the saviour of Israel 

who the Jews were waiting for.  The catch-all phrase of ‘one of the prophets’ is those who knew 

Jesus was speaking on God’s behalf but didn’t know what else to do with him.  These were all 

options within a Jewish mindset that the disciples knew people had raised. 

So we have here the scene of Jesus perhaps sitting with his disciples on the banks of the trickle that 

would become the great Jordan river with the range of Jewish options of who Jesus is in the context 

of being able to look around at pagan options too.  And it is perhaps taking in this whole scenario 

that Jesus then utters, with the emphasis on the word ‘you’ in Greek – ‘But who do YOU say that I 

am?’ 

This is the question for all of us, all of the time. Like I mentioned at the start, there are various 

common opinions, just like there were in Jesus’ day – some from a religious mindset and others 

more widely.  You can therefore imagine yourself within that circle of Jesus’ friends beside the 

gurgling stream being asked the same question.  You can see all the different ideas, but who is it that 

you say that Jesus is.  Maybe take a moment to think about it.  Perhaps even imagine looking Jesus 

in the eye and letting him know and then sitting with him as you watch for his response. 

Simon Peter answers Jesus’ question.  The fact the full version of his name is used, indicating that he 

answers on behalf of the others too.  ‘You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.’  This is 

obviously a really key answer because Jesus responds with joy and blessing.  Importantly, this isn’t 

joy that Peter has managed to work it out and connect all the dots, but that God has revealed this to 

him and the other disciples. 



It’s a really key recognition (which we will come back to in a moment) because it forms the basis for 

the gathering of God’s people going forward.  I’ll explain, but you’ll have to bear with me because 

verses 18 to 19 are a little complicated in the Greek.  Firstly, Jesus’, ‘I tell you’ at the beginning of 

verse 18 is emphatic.  He is basically saying to the disciples that ‘I, as the Messiah you’ve just 

recognised say to you…’  This means that Jesus is assuming the authority of the Messiah in what he 

says next. 

He talks about Peter as the rock on which he will build his church.  This is a really intriguing sentence, 

which is really important for Roman Catholic historical doctrine, as well as protestant 

understandings.  In the literal Greek it would real something a little like, ‘I, as the Messiah, tell you, 

you are a detached boulder/stone, and on this living rock, I will build the gathering of God’s people.’  

This is because Peter’s name means rock, though it is grammatically used in two different ways in 

this sentence.  There are loads of interpretations, but for me, the one which is most compelling is 

that Jesus will build his church (though the word for ‘church’ is not literally church, but more a 

gathering of God’s people) upon the statement of faith that Peter has just articulated.  God has 

revealed to Peter (and the disciples), whose name means ‘stone’, that truth which will become the 

foundation stone on which all future gathering of God’s people is built. From now on, God’s people 

will be recognised by their shared statement that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of the living God.  

Peter, as first among the others is that first foundation stone, not to set up some perpetual 

hierarchy, but because he is the stone which first takes on the characteristics of the living rock that is 

belief in Jesus as Messiah and son of the living God. 

This then leads us to understand how the stuff about keys being given to Peter and various things 

being bound and unbound work. As first, Peter represents the people of God in their belief in Jesus.  

We don’t have time to do it justice, but there is an important distinction between the positive role of 

Peter as keyholder of God’s Kingdom where we see him as leading people into God’s kingdom, and 

the way it can commonly be presented as the person who stands at heaven’s gates trying to trick 

people into not being able to enter.  In our passage, Peter is the one who grasps who Jesus is, and it 

is on this rock of Jesus as Messiah, Son of God, that all admission into God’s Kingdom depends.  

Peter leads us into that belief by embodying the stone on which God’s people become gathered.   

The ‘gates of Hades’ is an important (and slightly surprising) phrase.  Normally we think of gates and 

cities as defensive structures – like the gates of Helm’s Deep in Lord of the Rings, or any other siege 

or battle at a fortress we’ve seen on TV.  Gates are there to keep people out.  And yet, we often 

assume when we read our bible that it is heaven’s gates which keep evil out rather than the gates of 

hell keeping out the good people?  This is a very different picture and it is one in keeping with 

Matthew 12 where Jesus talks in terms of the Kingdom of heaven coming and scattering the forces 

of evil.  Here, the picture is therefore that Jesus builds his gathering of God’s people on the basis of a 

foundation of belief that Jesus is Messiah, son of the living God, and then this Kingdom invades the 

darkness and evil of the world.  There is no power, not even death itself, that can stand against it.  

Jesus demonstrated that himself in his resurrection as he stormed the gates of death and overcame 

it.  And he says the same for the community of God – that they will be built upon their belief in Jesus 

and nothing will stand in their way as God’s Kingdom invades every last nook and crevice of darkness 

in the world.   

That’s a hugely different vision of faith from the one we are used to where we feel under attack 

from the world and its darkness.  And the big difference brings us back to the question that is 

underpinning everything in this passage – Who do you say Jesus is?  For Peter, Jesus is the Messiah, 

Son of the living God, and this belief is what builds the church and enables it to fearlessly go into the 

darkness carrying the light and life of Jesus. 



So, if you aren’t sure…  Messiah is the chosen one that the Jews knew was coming.  When the 

Messiah came, he would save God’s people and lead them to victory in a new divine rule.  Jesus is 

that Messiah, but instead of a military victory against an historical Roman oppressor, Jesus won an 

eternal victory over the darkness and death of our world and our souls.  He stormed the gates of hell 

and rescued us for a new kingdom – one of light and life.  As son of the living God, Jesus isn’t just a 

man, but he is sent from God, as God, to be our light and salvation, not just in a momentary blip in 

history, but for all time.  Belief in the living, resurrected Jesus, the son of the living God, is the 

cornerstone of his people and the emblem of our allegiance.  But it is more than a badge, because it 

is the rock on which we stand as God’s church. 

The church, and those of us within it, are not united in being nice people (though we should be).  We 

aren’t united in rituals or particular prayers (though these things are good).  We aren’t united by 

family ties (though we are all children of God and therefore blood brothers and sisters in Jesus).  

Instead, we are united in that we all stand on the same living rock as Peter – our joint confession 

that Jesus is the Messiah, our saviour, the son of the living God – a truth revealed to us by God 

himself and which no evil can prevent.  

Who do you say Jesus is?  I challenge you to join with Peter saying ‘You are the Messiah, the Son of 

the living God.’  If you can say this in all honesty, then act accordingly! – Do not fear even the gates 

of hell, but announce it to the rooftops that God’s Kingdom has come!  If you can’t say it yet, then 

perhaps read more of Jesus in the gospels - what he did, what he said, the death he died and the 

miracles he performed and his resurrection and ascension into heaven.  Read them prayerfully, 

asking God to reveal to you truly who Jesus is.  It’s worth doing, even if you are sceptical – this is an 

ultimate decision and one worth investing the time in.  I pray that God would reveal to us all more 

and more of his Son, so that we can be more and more followers of him.  Amen. 

 


