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Car Keys 
By Jeremy Deaner 

8/23/2020 
Matthew 16.13-20 

 
 
Please read Matthew 16.13-20 before reading the sermon. 

 You’ve all heard the jokes about Peter at the pearly gates. Somebody’s 

trying to get into heaven and Peter has the keys. Inevitably some people get in, 

some don’t, and there’s a punchline at the end. My favorite was from a Boy Scouts 

campfire skit, where nobody in a line of 3 or 4 people gets into heaven until the 

Boy Scout at the end of the line. He comes up to Peter, tells about the experience at 

Boy Scout camp, and says they were in Mr. So-and-So’s troop. Whereupon Peter 

interrupts and says, “Mr. So-and-So?  You’ve already been to Hell and 

back…come on in!” 

 Well, this is the passage where we get such images. Peter is given the keys 

of the kingdom of heaven. And so we imagine him standing at the gates, letting in 

the worthy applicants. We assume that the keys mean that Peter’s going to open the 

doors for people. We hear this ‘binding and loosing’ language and assume that it’s 

about judgment. “Whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and 

whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” 

 Sure, it could be said that the way you act here on earth is how you’ll be 

treated in heaven. It’s been said before. It’s a popular image of the afterlife and 

God’s judgment. But it’s not exactly a Protestant image. We Protestants profess 

that we have been saved by God’s grace, through faith. And so our actions on 

earth, while they are fruits of our faith and responses to God’s grace, are not 

definitive for what happens to us at the end of life. We believe that Jesus Christ has 

already saved us from the consequences of sin and death. That is to say that sin and 
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death are still part of the world, but sin no longer defines us and death no longer 

has the final word. In a sense, that is what Jesus is saying when he says, “I will 

build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.” The church, 

while sin and death will always press against it, is not defined by them. But then 

what do we do with this binding and loosing stuff? 

 You see, today we’ve reached a real turning point in Jesus’ public ministry. 

Until now in the Gospel of Matthew, he’s been doing lots of teaching, both directly 

and in parables. The disciples have done their best to learn from him. They have 

had the classroom portion of driver’s education. But now, he gives the teenagers 

the keys to the car. And says, “Okay, you drive.” 

 That’s more like what is going on. Binding and loosing is old rabbinic 

language that has to do with authoritative teaching. So it is very likely that Jesus 

wasn’t actually saying that Peter, and thereby the church, would have the power to 

judge people’s entry into heaven. Jesus was probably saying that Peter and the 

church were to be teachers. And Jesus was giving them the authority to teach in 

Jesus’ name. The keys that Peter are given symbolize that he is to be the chief 

teacher. He has the power to open doors of knowledge. And so the church is not to 

be a place of judgment, but a place of learning. 

 But what are the disciples to teach? This refers us back to the question about 

who Jesus is. First, Jesus asks who other people say that he is. They give a variety 

of answers. Then he turns to the disciples and asks them directly, “but who do you 

say that I am?” Simon Peter answers for the group, “You are the Messiah, the Son 

of the living God.” If you like to read ahead in the Bible, you’ll find that next 

week’s gospel reading talks about what it means for Jesus to be the Messiah and 

how to be a disciple, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny 

themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” But for now, I’d like to spend a 

little time with the question, who is Jesus for you, and why does it matter? 
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 It is only after the disciples identify who Jesus is that he says they can have 

the keys to the car. And so it goes for us. If we don’t know who Jesus is for us, we 

could be a great, generous fellowship club that loves to see each other and care for 

each other and serves people in love and who miss each other deeply during the 

pandemic. But we’d still have to have Jesus drive us all over town. We’d still be 

waiting for that key to a deeper relationship with Jesus. We’d still be waiting for 

that key to a spiritual life. We’d still be waiting for that key to what makes social 

justice and peace important, or even imperative. We’d still be waiting for the key 

to the Kingdom of God, the answer to why we can’t always simply go along with 

the prevailing winds of the church or state thinking that they will lead us to some 

vaguely Christian version of American life. If we don’t know who Jesus is for us, 

we miss the depth of Christianity. We mistake the church for a place rather than a 

people. We think God resides in a sanctuary rather than a world. Or worse, in a 

dusty old leatherette book on a shelf. 

 Now, of course, you’re waiting for me to tell you exactly who Jesus is so 

you can have a deeper spiritual life and understand all the mysteries of life and the 

kingdom of God. They keys to the car, the keys to the kingdom. And some pastors 

might jump at the chance. But I’m a bit leery of pastors who would claim the keys 

so quickly. I would rather accompany you as you figure out who Jesus is for you. 

What do you stake your belief in Jesus on? And how does this inform how you 

live?  

 You could listen again to what I’ve already said and glean quite a bit about 

who I believe God to be, who I believe Jesus to be. But remember, it took the 

disciples at least ten chapters so far in Matthew to get to the point where they get 

their learner’s permit. And it was ten chapters of being with Jesus. Learning from 

him. And we still have about half of the gospel of Matthew to go. This is a process. 

And it has to be a process with Jesus. For us, I would venture to say you can’t 
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know who Jesus is without spending time with him in worship, prayer, study and 

service, and even then it takes a long time and is subject to further learning and and 

action and revision as we go along our discipleship journeys. 

 Finally, as the disciples are given the keys to the car, they are also told to 

keep Jesus’ identity a secret. Jesus is affirmed as the Messiah, but then shhhhhh! 

This is cryptic and strange, but I think it points to something about the journeys we 

are on. We are all at different places on our spiritual journeys. And this is the part 

where we seek to be humble. Those who are further along serve no one well with 

all the answers. That’s exactly the kind of thing that turns people off to Christianity 

if they are new to it. Sometimes it’s important to be patient with what we’ve found 

out before shoving it down others throats. Put another way, don’t be telling 

everyone they have to learn how to drive a stick shift or they don’t know how to 

drive! The messianic secret will soon be revealed, Jesus’ move toward the cross 

and show of power through love and gift are coming, but how will someone learn 

about it if they are turned away before they get a chance to sit in the drivers’ seat at 

all? And even then, will we ever fully understand Jesus’ purpose and identity? 

There is always more to learn. 

 So today’s sermon is brought to you by Simon Peter’s driver’s education 

school, also known as the church. Remember, don’t drink communion juice and 

drive. Always buckle your pew belt because I hope it’s a wilder ride than you 

imagined. And turn on your lights to shine for all to see. This sermon doesn’t really 

end because the journey never ends. Rather, I invite you to consider or learn who 

Jesus is for you, and then keep learning, and keep learning until you’re ready to 

drive. And then learn some more. Perhaps that process is, in fact, the key to the 

kingdom. 

And all God’s people said, Amen. 
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Prayer Time 

And now let us continue in a time of prayer. I invite us to take a few deep breaths 

before we pray, and call to mind people and situations about which you would like 

to pray during a time of silence. Here are some suggestions as we think about the 

time in which we live, or I invite you to pause me and pull up the prayer list from 

your church to pray for persons in your church community. We pray for people 

who have died, people infected with the virus, people at high risk of infection, 

hospitals, doctors, nurses and staff, first responders, mental health professionals 

and those struggling with mental health issues, people working in the midst of the 

pandemic and people out of work because of it, people working for systemic 

change toward justice and peace, teachers and students preparing for school at all 

educational levels as well as people in support or administrative roles in school, 

leaders in our nation and world, scientists, journalists, parents and their children. 

As we breathe, pray for these people, and I will close with a prayer adapted from 

John Killinger. 

O God, whose righteousness is as burning as the sun, yet whose mercy covers all 
things as the night, we confess to you the inadequacy of our souls to come into 
your presence. We have not drawn aside from the course of life to pray and 
meditate as we ought, nor have we attended to others with that constant love and 
concern recommended by Christ. We have been too anxious about ourselves and 
our own affairs, and have not worshiped you with our whole hearts. Forgive us, we 
pray, and renew us by your Spirit. Teach us to awaken in the morning with joy and 
to live through the day with sensitivity and gratitude. Bring to flower in us the gifts 
of kindness and generosity. Let the peace and fullness that are in you flow out 
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through us to our friends and loved ones, and to our communities, and to the whole 
world. Make us disciples of your Christ and vessels of your grace. Touch our sick 
with healing and our broken ones with wholeness. Strengthen our families. Support 
those who live alone. Grant to our congregations the will and the wisdom to 
become your church, preferring your presence above all riches and supporting the 
poor and the outcast and seeking your way beyond all our personal desires. 
 
And now let us pray for the coming of God’s kingdom in the words Jesus taught 
us… 
 
Our Father in Heaven, hallowed be your name. Your kingdom come, your will be 
done, on earth as in heaven. Give us today our daily bread. Forgive us our sins, as 
we forgive those who sin against us. Save us from the time of trial and deliver us 
from evil. For the kingdom, the power, and the glory are yours, now and forever. 
Amen. 
 

And now may God bless you and keep you. May God’s face shine on you and be 

gracious to you. May God look on you with favor and give you peace. Be well. 

Amen.	


