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In chapters 14-16 there are several elements that show the way that Jesus’ ministry developed and 

multiplied.  

One example of this is in the two feeding miracles. These demonstrate as clearly as His healings, but in a 

fresh new way, Jesus’ concern for the whole person. Moreover, like the walking on the water, they 

belong to a small group of “nature miracles” - spectacular displays of Messianic power that demonstrate 

Jesus’ authority over the world of nature. 

Five Thousand Fed 

14:13 Now when Jesus heard about John, He withdrew from there in a boat to a secluded 

place by Himself; and when the people heard of this, they followed Him on foot from the 

cities.  

14:14 When He went ashore, He saw a large crowd, and felt compassion for them and healed 

their sick. 

14:15 When it was evening, the disciples came to Him and said, “This place is desolate and the 

hour is already late; so send the crowds away, that they may go into the villages and buy food 

for themselves.”  

14:16 But Jesus said to them, “They do not need to go away; you give them something to eat!”  

14:17 They said to Him, “We have here only five loaves and two fish.”  

14:18 And He said, “Bring them here to Me.”  

14:19 Ordering the people to sit down on the grass, He took the five loaves and the two fish, 

and looking up toward heaven, He blessed the food, and breaking the loaves He gave them to 

the disciples, and the disciples gave them to the crowds,  

14:20 and they all ate and were satisfied. They picked up what was left over of the broken 

pieces, twelve full baskets.  

14:21 There were about five thousand men who ate, besides women and children. 

Four Thousand Fed 

15:32 And Jesus called His disciples to Him, and said, “I feel compassion for the people, 

because they have remained with Me now three days and have nothing to eat; and I do not 

want to send them away hungry, for they might faint on the way.”  

15:33 The disciples *said to Him, “Where would we get so many loaves in this desolate place 

to satisfy such a large crowd?” 

15:34 And Jesus *said to them, “How many loaves do you have?” And they said, “Seven, and a 

few small fish.”  

15:35 And He directed the people to sit down on the ground;  

15:36 and He took the seven loaves and the fish; and giving thanks, He broke them and 

started giving them to the disciples, and the disciples gave them to the people.  

15:37 And they all ate and were satisfied, and they picked up what was left over of the broken 

pieces, seven large baskets full.  

15:38 And those who ate were four thousand men, besides women and children. 

The two feedings are similar. In both cases Jesus was moved with compassion (14:14; 15:32), the 

disciples were perplexed about how they might feed the crowds and they reported to Jesus how much 

food they had. Bread and fish appear in both, the people were directed to sit down, Jesus gave thanks 
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and broke the bread, the disciples distributed the food, and the remaining pieces were picked up and 

counted when everyone was done eating. Lastly, both stories were followed by a boat trip. With all 

these similarities it seems clear that Matthew was writing in such a way that he wanted his readers to 

see a correspondence between the feeding of the 4,000 and the feeding of the 5,000. 

The differences between the two miracles are where we find the significance of the truths being taught.  

The first feeding miracle (14:13-20) occurred in Jewish territory (Bethsaida, on the northeast shore of 

Galilee: Lk. 9:10) and Jews were the recipients of it. The feeding of the 4,000 was performed in a Gentile 

territory (on the southeast shore of Galilee) and the Gentiles were the recipients of it (Carson, 358).  

The fact that there were 12 baskets of leftovers (14:20) in the feeding of the 5,000 Jews is not 

coincidental. In the book of Matthew, the number 12 is stressed. There are 12 disciples (10:1), 12 tribes, 

and 12 thrones (19:28). The place of the miracle, the recipients, and the 12 baskets of leftovers all 

suggest that miracle was to implicitly demonstrate that Messiah’s supply is so lavish that He can exceed 

the needs of God’s covenant people.  

Considering the parallelisms between the two stories, it is difficult not to see the 7 leftover baskets at 

the feeding having some symbolic meaning as well. The number seven often symbolizes fullness or 

completeness, and that is probably the intended idea here. The feeding of the 4,000 shows that the 

Messiah’s blessings flow beyond the nation of Israel to the Gentiles. Together, the feedings show that 

Messiah can meet the needs of all.  

Although these feedings focus on Jesus’ compassion, they also show that both Jews and Gentiles are 

beneficiaries of Messianic blessings. The theme of Gentile inclusion can be traced even earlier (1:1; 2:1–

12; 3:9; 4:15, 16; 8:5-13; 15:21-28). In 8:11 Jesus said, “many will come from east and west, and recline 

at the table with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven.” In other words, the Gentiles 

would share in the Messianic banquet with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The two feedings enforce this 

idea in tangible ways and prefigure the glorious day when all who have faith in Christ will share in the 

Messianic banquet with Christ.  

Some question the disciples’ response to the feeding of the 4,000. They had already seen Jesus feed 

5,000 and yet, they still seemed to be in the dark. This might be explained by the fact that they may 

have understood the feeding of the 5,000 as the precursor to the Messianic banquet, but couldn’t see 

how the Gentiles would share in it. Or, there may have been hesitation on their part because Jesus had 

rebuked them in the feeding of the 5,000. Or, perhaps they, like all people, had a great capacity for 

unbelief.  

In sum, chapters 14-16 not only show an expansion in Jesus’ ministry to the Gentiles- they also show the 

disciples growing in faith.  

15:39 And sending away the crowds, Jesus got into the boat and came to the region of 

Magadan. 

16:1 The Pharisees and Sadducees came up, and testing Jesus, they asked Him to show them a 

sign from heaven.  

16:2 But He replied to them, “When it is evening, you say, ‘It will be fair weather, for the sky is 

red.’  
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16:3 And in the morning, ‘There will be a storm today, for the sky is red and threatening.’ Do 

you know how to discern the appearance of the sky, but cannot discern the signs of the times?  

16:4 An evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign; and a sign will not be given it, 

except the sign of Jonah.” And He left them and went away. 

16:5 And the disciples came to the other side of the sea, but they had forgotten to bring any 

bread.  

16:6 And Jesus said to them, “Watch out and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and 

Sadducees.”  

16:7 They began to discuss this among themselves, saying, “He said that because we did not 

bring any bread.”  

16:8 But Jesus, aware of this, said, “You men of little faith, why do you discuss among 

yourselves that you have no bread?  

16:9 Do you not yet understand or remember the five loaves of the five thousand, and how 

many baskets full you picked up?  

16:10 Or the seven loaves of the four thousand, and how many large baskets full you picked 

up?  

16:11 How is it that you do not understand that I did not speak to you concerning bread? But 

beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.”  

16:12 Then they understood that He did not say to beware of the leaven of bread, but of the 

teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees. 

After feeding the 4,000, Jesus and the disciples went to the region of Magadan (15:39), a little north of 

Tiberius, on the western shore of the lake.  

There were no doubt numerous requests for signs. And there is no question that itinerant preachers 

began to develop standard answers when the same questions came up (cf. 12:38-41). But the mention 

of wanting a sign at this point is critical to the story. Jesus had barely returned to Jewish territory when 

He was confronted with opposition from the Jews which prompted Him to leave again and go to 

Caesarea Philippi. It was there, in the heart of Gentile territory where Peter makes his profession that 

Jesus is the Christ.  

After the confrontation with the Pharisees and Sadducees, Jesus and His disciples entered the boat to 

cross to the other side of the lake. Jesus was still pondering the evil of the Pharisees and warned the 

disciples, “Watch out and beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” Leaven (yeast) was a 

common symbol for evil but it always carried with it the idea of permeation. In this context, Jesus was 

speaking of the teaching of the leaders that was permeating and influencing the nation against Him. But 

the disciples were focused on the fact that they had forgotten to bring bread and concluded the Jesus 

was giving them an obscure rebuke (16:7).   

This earns them a rebuke as Jesus points out their little faith. They should have understood that if Jesus 

can feed 5,000 and then 4,000, He could feed twelve (the disciples).  

Up to this point the spiritual dullness of the disciples is quite evident. They had faith, but it was fledgling 

faith as the last half of chapter 16 will show. But all is not lost, God is able to reveal truth even to those 

of little faith.  
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Peter’s Confession of Christ 

16:13 Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, He was asking His disciples, 

“Who do people say that the Son of Man is?”  

16:14 And they said, “Some say John the Baptist; and others, Elijah; but still others, Jeremiah, 

or one of the prophets.”  

16:15 He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?”  

16:16 Simon Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.”  

16:17 And Jesus said to him, “Blessed are you, Simon Barjona, because flesh and blood did not 

reveal this to you, but My Father who is in heaven.  

16:18 I also say to you that you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build My church; and the 

gates of Hades will not overpower it.  

16:19 I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; and whatever you bind on earth shall 

have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in 

heaven.”  

16:20 Then He warned the disciples that they should tell no one that He was the Christ. 

Caesarea Philippi was in Gentile land, and it was there that Jesus asked the disciples their opinion on 

who He really was.  

Opinion about Jesus’ identity was divided. Some thought He was John the Baptist risen from the dead 

(14:2). Others thought He was Elijah, the forerunner of the Messiah yet to come (Mal. 4:5-6). Still others 

thought He was Jeremiah (based on some late Jewish tradition about Jeremiah or perhaps His message 

sounded like the prophet who had preceded Him) or one of the other prophets.  

Jesus then asked the disciples who they (“you” in 16:15 is plural) thought He was. Peter answered as the 

spokesman of the group: “You are the Christ (the Messiah), the Son of the living God.” This marks a 

turning point in Jesus’ relationship to His disciples. From this point on more truth is explained to the 

disciples in private, and even if they couldn’t understand it all, the day would come when they would 

remember and it would provide them with insight (Jn. 14:26). Nevertheless, the disciples’ understanding 

of Jesus remained immature (16:22,23).  

Jesus replied to Peter, “Blessed are you, Simon Barjona, because flesh and blood did not reveal this to 

you, but My Father who is in heaven.”  

Jesus’ response to Peter conveys reciprocity; Peter said, “You are the Messiah” (16:16), Jesus then said, 

“You are Peter” (16:18). Each “naming” also goes on to mention the father. Jesus is the “Son of the living 

God” (16:16) Peter is “Simon Barjonah” (literally meaning, “Simon, son of Jonah” - 16:17). “Messiah” 

was a title describing Jesus’ role; “Peter” was the name that Jesus gave to Simon and it describes his 

future role (France, 620). 

“You are Peter (petros; πέτρος), and upon this rock (petra; πέτρα) I will build My church” (16:18) 

Verse 18- has been discussed for centuries. There are four main interpretations of the verse.  

VIEW 1: The rock is Peter, the first Pope 

The Catholic church’s understanding of verse 18 is that Peter is the rock and the first Pope, and the 

papal office comes from his successors. They believe that the only true church is the church built on him.  
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Any fair reading of the text shows that there is no mention made of a Pope or successors to Peter. It is 

also hard to believe that churches founded by other apostles are not the true church.  

VIEW 2: The rock is Christ  

Some say that the word “Peter” (petros / πέτρος in Greek) means “stone” or a fragment of 

stone, while petra (πέτρα – translated as “rock”) means bedrock, or a ledge.  They conclude that Jesus 

pointed to Peter and said, “You were Peter” (πέτρος – a small stone); then He pointed to Himself and 

said “on this rock (πέτρα; the massive bedrock) I will build my church.” 1 Peter 2:5-8 is often used to 

support this, for there Peter calls Jesus the rock (petra; πέτρα) of offense (πέτρα σκανδάλου).  

France rightly calls this interpretation “exegesis of desperation” (622).   

It is doubtful that there is any clear distinction between petros (πέτρος) and petra (πέτρα) which is so 

essential for this interpretation. In earlier Greek there may have been a distinction, but it was largely 

confined to poetry (Carson, EBC, Matthew, 368). This distinction no longer existed when Jesus spoke.  As 

France says, petros (πέτρος) was not a common noun and was likely not familiar to Matthew’s readers. 

It is not found in the LXX (the Greek OT), or the NT, or any other related literature. The Greek reader 

would therefore see a difference in form (between petros/ πέτρος and petra / πέτρα), but not in 

meaning (France, 623).  

If “Petra / πέτρα” was used as a proper noun for Peter, it would have been inappropriate, for the word is 

feminine in Greek.  

If Jesus was intending to contrast the smallness of Peter (as a little stone) to Himself (a massive rock), He 

could have used the word “lithos” (λίθος), the common word for a stone) instead of “Petros”, which 

would have made the contrast clear.  

Lastly, the fact that Peter calls Jesus “the Rock” in 1 Peter 2:5-8 is not evidence that “rock” must be a 

reference to Jesus in Matthew 16. Words are applied as metaphors to different things in different 

contexts. For example, Jesus is called a Lion (Rev. 5:5) and Satan is called a lion (1 Pet. 5:8), but no one 

would try to prove they are the same because the same metaphor is used for both of them. 

Furthermore, in 1 Peter 2:5-8 both believers and Christ are also called “stones” (lithos; λίθος) showing 

that it is not sacrilegious to attribute the same metaphor to Christ and others. 

VIEW 3:  The rock is Peter’s profession that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God 

Others have suggested that the rock is neither Jesus nor Peter, but Peter’s confession that Jesus was the 

Christ. The church would be built upon Peter’s confession that Jesus is the Christ.  

France points out that if “rock” (petra; πέτρα) was referring to Peter’s confession, then Jesus chose His 

words poorly, for the wordplay points decisively toward Peter to whom He had just given the name 

(France, 622). 

In my judgment, none of the above interpretations are correct. VIEWS 2 and 3 are largely a response to 

the Catholic church’s understanding of the verse. Taking all the above factors into consideration, it 

seems best to simply see Jesus as using a pun to say that Peter is the rock upon whom He would build 

His church.  
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VIEW 4: Peter is the rock 

The most natural understanding of the verse is that Peter is the rock upon whom Jesus would build His 

church. Peter’s name was given to him in John 1:42 as a preannouncement that described his role 

revealed in 16:18. As Barnes says, “This is the obvious meaning of the passage; and had it not been that 

the Church of Rome has abused it, and applied it to what was never intended, no other interpretation 

would have been sought for.”  

Peter was in one sense typical of all believers; in another sense, he had a special role as part of the 

church’s foundation. The things he (and the other apostles) taught would become the doctrine and 

practice of the church (16:19).  

Some have pointed out that if Peter is the rock, then why wouldn’t Jesus just say, “Upon you I will build 

My church” (instead of “upon this rock”)? The answer is simple. If it was worded like that, the word-play 

would be lost. By saying “upon this rock” Jesus draws attention to the fact that the name “Peter” also 

meant “rock.” The man called “the rock” was the rock that Jesus would build His church upon.  

This view does not endorse the extremes of the Roman Catholic interpretation, nor does it deny that 

others would also be foundational in building the church (see Eph. 2:20; Rev. 21:14), nor does it make 

Peter a rival to Christ who is also called “the Rock”. It simply means that Peter had the honor of laying 

the foundation of the church among the Jews and Gentiles (Barnes). This is confirmed when we look at 

Acts where Peter appears to be leading the way in proclaiming the gospel (Acts 2 – Jews; Acts 10 – 

gentiles).  

“I will build My church; and the gates of Hades will not overpower it.”  

The church is Christ’s church, not ours; He will build it, not us. And for that reason, nothing, not even the 

gates of Hades can overpower it.  

The gates of Hades have been taken in two ways. Some see it as the power of Satan. That is, Jesus is 

saying that Satan and his cohorts will not prevail against the church.  

Others see it as a metaphor for death. This view is most certainly correct. 

“Hades” (“Sheol” in the OT) was a common reference to the grave, the place of the dead. Job 38:17 

speaks of “the gates of death” as the place where dead people go. The Psalmist also says, “Be gracious 

to me, O Lord; See my affliction from those who hate me, You who lift me up from the gates of death” 

(Ps. 9:13; cf. 107:18). The gates represent the imprisoning power of death. But not even death will be 

able to hold back the church of “the Son of the living God”. Because the church is the assembly of the 

Messiah’s people, and He conquers death on their behalf, the church cannot be stopped even by death. 

Revelation 1:18 Jesus says, “I am the living One; and I was dead, and behold, I am alive forevermore, and 

I have the keys of death and of Hades”.  

 

Jesus then told Peter, “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; and whatever you bind on 

earth shall have been bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in 

heaven.”  

It should first be noted that the kingdom and the church are not the same thing. 
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The kingdom is the reign of God, manifest in the person and ministry of Jesus; the church is a 

group of people, Messiah’s people, redeemed by Him and sworn in allegiance to Him. But it is 

God’s kingdom, His powerful reign, that calls the church into being; and the church, God’s 

redeeming people, proclaims the kingdom, lives out its life even now, and one day enters and 

inherits the kingdom in its consummation. (Carson, God with Us, 99) 

When interpreting this difficult verse, one must keep in mind that the keys of the kingdom are related to 

the binding and loosing. In other words, the verse must be understood as a unit. The keys of the 

kingdom of heaven both bind and loose.  

The keys of the kingdom most likely refer to knowledge related to the kingdom (Morris, 425, 426; 

Carson). In Luke 11:52 Jesus rebuked the religious leaders, saying, “Woe to you lawyers! For you have 

taken away the key of knowledge; you yourselves did not enter, and you hindered those who were 

entering.” The lawyers took away the key of knowledge, preventing themselves and stopping others 

from entering the kingdom. In Matthew 16, the keys given to Peter open the kingdom and allow people 

to enter. Peter’s knowledge was bound up in the revelation about Jesus that was given to him by the 

Father (16:16-17). In other words, Peter’s knowledge that Jesus was the Christ would make it possible to 

enter the kingdom and other people would be given entrance into the kingdom based on that same 

knowledge. Those who do not believe the gospel message would not enter the kingdom (see Acts 2:14-

39; 3:11:26; 4:11, 12; 8:20-23).  

The gospel would “loose” and “bind” people. It would free some people to enter the kingdom. At the 

same time the gospel would alienate others, shutting them off from entering the kingdom (Acts 4:11-12; 

8:20-23). 

In practical terms this means that those who enter the kingdom must receive the same revelation that 

Peter did; or, to put it another way, they must be given the key of the knowledge that Jesus is the Christ.  

Knowledge of Jesus is also the fundamental basis for admission or expulsion from the church (the people 

who enter the kingdom), and that is why Matthew 18:15-18 (the one other passage in Matthew with 

close links to Matthew 16:19) talks explicitly about church discipline using the same terminology 

(Carson, God with Us, 100).  

 

CONCLUSION 

The great blessing of these passages is in seeing that God’s saving purposes are unstoppable. In spite of 

opposition, Messianic blessing spread to both Jews and Gentiles and will someday fill the earth. The 

leaven of the Pharisees could not kill it. The spiritual dullness and human weaknesses of the disciples 

could not slow it down. Christ will build His church. Neither man, Satan, or even death will be victorious 

over it. The key of the knowledge that Jesus is the Christ will be given by the Father and open the door 

into the kingdom, and those who enter will gather as Christ’s church until the Lord returns! 


