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The Lord and Builder of the Church  
 

Matthew 16:13-20  
This passage is one of the most consequential in the New 
Testament and marks a turning point in Matthew’s Gospel. 
Indeed, this is a climactic moment in the life of the apostles 
as Jesus both fully confirms his deity and promises to build 
his church upon their ministry. Central to this passage is 
Christology, the doctrine of Christ. Under the direct 
influence of God, Peter links the idea of Messiah with 
Divinity. That is, Peter recognizes that Jesus is the long 
awaited Messiah (“the Christ”) who is “the Son of the Living 
God.” With this God-granted confession, “Jesus confers on 

Peter (and the church with which he is corporately identified) the authority of the kingdom power in Jesus.”1 
 
1. The most consequential question  (vv. 13-15)      
Vs. 13a – “Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi…” 

 Jesus withdrew with is his disciples from Galilee in a primarily Gentile region. Caesarea Philippi had been 
rebuilt by Herod Philip and named to honor Caesar Augustus. It is significant that Jesus chose a Gentile 
city known for being named in honor of Caesar and home to a pagan temple to the god Pan for this 
unambiguous confession of his Divine Lordship.  

Vs. 13b-14 – “…he asked the disciples, ‘Who do the people say that the Son of Man is?’”  

 Given the miraculous works Jesus had been performing and his authoritative teaching of the Scriptures, 
there was much speculation about the true status of Jesus.  

 “Son of Man” is a title of high Christology. That is, it is a title which emphasizes both the deity and humanity 
of Jesus. It was a title increasingly understood by Jesus’ closest disciples while being opaque to 
unbelievers. The title is likely connected to the Messianic prophesy of Daniel 7.  

 The crowds recognized that there was something extraordinary about Jesus. But unable to conceive of 
the mystery of the incarnation, they concluded that he was some sort of reappearing of men like Jeremiah, 
Elijah, or John the Baptist. They simply could not conceive of what their own Scriptures had foretold, that 
the Messiah would be God in the flesh. A high, but inadequate view of Jesus is not enough. He was not 
merely a great prophet or teacher. It dishonors Jesus to grant him an exalted status that nevertheless 
falls short of the fullness of God in bodily form (Colossians 1:15-20).  

Vs. 15 – “He said to them, ‘But who do you say that I am?’”  

 Jesus intends to contrast the common misconceptions of the people with the understanding of his 
disciples. He is preparing them for his appointment with the cross. Jesus will have them acknowledge 
with their own words the truth of his identity which will, in turn, point to the truth of his saving mission (vv. 
21ff).  

 
2. The most important truth  (vv. 16-17)      
Vs. 16 – “Simon Peter replied, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living God,’” 

 Peter was one of Jesus’ inner circle along with James and John. He would be recognized as a leader 
among the apostles.  

 “You are the Christ” – Christ is the Greek equivalent of the Hebrew “Messiah” which means anointed one. 
The Jews had anticipated the Messiah to be especially anointed or chosen and set apart by God. The 
Old Testament Scriptures also anticipate that the Messiah will be a Divine figure.  

“For to us a child is born, to us a son is given; and the government shall be upon his shoulder, 
and his name shall be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of 
Peace. Of the increase of his government and of peace there will be no end, on the throne of 
David and over his kingdom, to establish it and to uphold it with justice and with righteousness 
from this time forth and forevermore. The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this” (Isaiah 9:6-7). 

                                                           
1 Grant Osborne, Matthew, ZECNT (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010) p. 622 
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 “…the Son of the Living God” – The addition of this second clause makes clear that Peter is not repeating 
the misunderstanding about the Messiah held by most of the Jews of that time. The Messiah will be 
Divine. Even if Peter did not fully understand the full substance of the words of his confession, God was 
nevertheless revealing the Trinitarian substance of God’s nature.  

 There is no Christianity apart from the confession that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God. 
Vs. 17a – “Blessed are you…” 

 Jesus is acknowledging that Peter has been “blessed” with this understanding. Peter is not blessed 
because he made a proper confession of the truth (though it is a blessing to confess the truth about 
Jesus!). Rather, Peter made a proper confession concerning Jesus because God has blessed him.  

 “…son of Jonah” differs from John’s “son of John” (1:42; 21:15-17). Some scholars believe that the Greek 
“Jonah” is a shortened form of “John.” Others see symbolism in Jesus’ words with Peter playing the part 
of a prophet.  

Vs. 17b – “…For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven.” 

 Peter’s words were not merely the result of logical analysis. Peter’s insight was the result of God’s self-
disclosure. It pleases the Son to reveal the Father even as it pleases the Father to reveal the Son. This 
should also remind us that saving knowledge of Christ is understood and apprehended by the sovereign 
work of God. 

 To ensure that the apostles understood what it meant for Him to be the Christ, the Son of the Living God, 
Jesus immediately told them of his coming death and resurrection. His mission as the Divine Messiah is 
to rescue sinners by triumphing over sin and death through his own death and resurrection (vv. 21ff). 
Peter’s rebuke of Jesus for stating that he will be handed over for execution shows how, though he 
confessed the truth with his mouth, he had still not fully apprehended the full meaning of those words. 

 
3. The most comforting promise  (vv. 18-19)     
Vs. 18a – “…You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church…” 

 In an effort to resist the misunderstanding of the Roman Catholic Church, many Protestants have insisted 
that “the rock” upon which Jesus  promises to build his church is not Peter but his confession. This is a 
false dichotomy. Certainly, Peter’s confession of Jesus as the Christ and the Son of God is key in this 
passage. But so is Peter along with the other apostles (Matthew 18:18). Jesus is the Lord and Builder of 
his church. And in the first days of the church, Jesus went about building his church upon the ministry of 
the apostles. The Book of Acts makes this clear. Peter (and the other apostles with him) was a “rock” not 
because of his character but because of how the Lord would use him in a foundational way in his church. 
For instance, it was Peter’s sermon at Pentecost which God used to birth the first church.  

Vs. 18b – “…and the gates of hell will not prevail against it.” 

 Jesus’ promise to build his church in such a way that the “gates of Hades” will not prevail against her 
offers hope that, despite whatever opposition and failure the church will face, the Lord will ultimately 
deliver her to final victory.  

Vs. 19 – “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven…” 

 Jesus, the Lord and Builder of his church, granted his apostles (and through them, his church) the 
authority to carry out His will. And so the church goes to the world with the message of the gospel. And 
in proclaiming the gospel and calling all people everywhere to believe the church – by the authority of 
Jesus – opens, as it were, the gates of heaven for all who believe. 

 
Theology Applied:  
1. Continue to confess the truth.  

 Jesus still builds his church upon the truth. Let us never waver from the truth. Pastors and personalities 
are interchangeable. The truth must be confessed by the church from generation to generation. 

2. Labor for the church’s purity and peace.  

 The church of Jesus Christ is precious. Let us carefully avoid anything that would bring harm to her unity 
or disrepute to her witness.  

3. Take up your cross.  

 In speaking to the disciples about his coming death, Jesus calls them to a way of following him which will 
involve a cross of self-denial (vv. 24ff). We must head that call as well. 


