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In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of the Holy 
Spirit. Amen. With the advent of computers and high speed 
communication, the picture of a pollster standing on the side-
walk taking people’s opinions as they walk by has almost be-
come a thing of the past. Now people get e-mails, text messages 
and phone calls asking their opinion – and almost as soon as that 
opinion has been recorded in the data bank it can appear as part 
of a bar chart in the latest issue of USA Today or your favorite 
website! Indeed, polls and the charting of people’s opinions has 
become a staple of American life. Interestingly enough, today’s 
Gospel begins with a question that almost sounds as if it could 
have come from a public opinion poll. 

As Jesus and His disciples arrived in the region of Caesarea 
Philippi, Jesus asked this question: “Who do men say that I 
am?” Some said John the Baptist come back to life – and to be 
sure, the message each of them proclaimed was so similar it’s 
easy to see why some might have made that association. Others 
said He was Elijah – the one Malachi prophesied would appear 
before the coming of Messiah. Still others said He was Jeremiah 
or one of the prophets. But there was one consistent thread run-
ning through all these opinions – and that is that Jesus was be-
lieved to be a holy man in line with the great holy men of Isra-
el’s past. That’s how people saw Him – as a prophet, a holy 

man, and a healer sent from God. 

If that same question were asked in a poll today, what do 
you think people would say? Of course, you probably already 
know the answer. Some would say Jesus was a great teacher 
who always took the high road in His dealings with others – a 
glorious example of sacrificial service and giving. Some of a 
more liberal bent might see Him as a combination of history and 
myth – a Palestinian Jewish carpenter turned preacher who 
gathered a little group of followers, ran afoul of the Roman gov-
ernment, and got nailed to a cross trying to save his job – a man 
whose importance to His followers grew larger than life after his 
death – on the order, perhaps, of an Elvis cult following with its 
annual pilgrimage to Graceland. 

But Jesus wasn’t really all that interested in who other peo-
ple thought He was. He was more interested in the opinion of 
His Disciples, so He asked them: “But who do you say that I 
am?” No doubt a look of confusion must have washed across 
their faces as they pondered what to say. Then Peter spoke up: 
“You are the Christ – the Son of the Living God.” Through the 
power of the Holy Spirit Peter was able to see beyond the Man 
to the Word of God. That’s the difference, you see, between the 
world’s confession and a disciple’s confession. For the world, 
seeing is believing, but for a disciple, believing is seeing. It’s a 
new and deeper way of seeing – seeing with the ears instead of 
with the eyes. For with Jesus there’s always more than meets the 
eye. While the world sees Jesus the man – weak, humble, and 
crucified – a failure by most worldly standards of success-
measuring – faith sees Him as the Christ, the Son of the living 
God, the only Savior and Hope of fallen humanity. 

A very wealthy, influential man once remarked that he had 
no use for Christianity because finally, it was really nothing 
more than a bunch of losers following another loser. Seeing as 
the world sees, the man had a point. There’ve been lots of men 

who’ve achieved far greater things than being nailed to a cross – 
other, more “successful” prophets who had far more impact on 
their immediate culture – and numerous religious leaders who 
drew much larger followings in their own lifetimes. So, by to-
day’s standards of success, Jesus would almost appear to be a 
loser, and His followers losers with Him. But Jesus would agree, 
for in His kingdom losing is winning – while winning is losing. 
Whoever would save his life will lose it, and whoever would 
lose his life in Christ will keep it for eternity. 

The difference, then, between Jesus and all the other “suc-
cessful” prophets is that none but He ever claimed to be God 
come in human flesh to save the world from sin. As the noted 
Christian writer, C.S. Lewis, once observed, you can’t have it 
both ways when talking about Jesus. You can’t say He was a 
great prophet and teacher while at the same time denying that 
He’s the very Son of God and the long-promised Messiah. With 
Jesus, there’s no lukewarm third option – no comfortable, ag-
nostic middle road between confession and denial. For you, Je-
sus must either be a liar and a lunatic, or the Real Thing – the 
Son of the living God, the crucified Christ, the risen Savior of 
the world. There are no other options! Not a one! 

To confess Jesus as the Christ is to do nothing more than say 
back to Him what you’ve heard Him say to you – to speak back 
with your lips what your heart believes and your ears have 
heard. And I want you to notice how it’s Peter that speaks while 
the other disciples stand around dumbstruck. Silence can be a 
sneaky form of denial. Didn’t your mother teach you that when 
you don’t have anything good to say, you’re supposed to say 
nothing at all? But to keep silent when confession is called for, 
that’s unbelief. The devil, the world, and our own sinful nature 
would prefer to remain silent – with the silence of sins 
unacknowledged – and the silence of Christ unconfessed. If 
faith is created and fed by hearing the Word of Christ, then si-
lence is faith’s worst enemy, and confession its greatest ally. 

So, Peter, the son of John, confesses Jesus as the Christ – 
and is thereby blessed through the Son of God whom he con-
fesses. Just as faith is a gift, so also the confession of faith is a 
gift. These words didn’t burble naturally from Peter’s mouth, 
nor do they fall from our lips so easily either. Peter didn’t learn 
these words on his own, they were revealed to him by Jesus’ 
Father in heaven. The Spirit working through the Word is what 
made Peter’s little faith big and bold enough to speak the Truth 
– for as the Scriptures attest, no one can say Jesus is Lord, 
Christ, or the Son of the living God, apart from the working of 
the Holy Spirit. 

But who is Peter that he should make such a great confes-
sion? I mean, we all know Peter was a sinner, deeply flawed, 
unpredictable, impetuous, and prone to denial. Some might even 
call him “flaky.” In fact, in next week’s Gospel we find him 
making moves to seize control of Jesus’ agenda as he tries to 
dissuade Him from going to the cross. And we also know how 
later He’ll even deny that he knows Jesus! To be sure, there’s 
nothing in Peter that should cause him to trust himself – and this 
episode also points out that there’s nothing within us to trust 
either – nothing but sin, death and denial. Yet, for such sinners 
there’s still plenty of Good News, because sinners are the ob-



jects of God’s kindness in Jesus, as He sets their sins upon His 
Son and causes a rock-solid confession of faith to spring forth 
from their lips. 

Apart from Jesus, you see, Peter was shifting, sinking sand – 
and so are we. Without Jesus we’re dead, damned, and hopeless-
ly lost within ourselves. But anchored to Him, the disciple of 
Jesus becomes rock-solid – a rock-man, if you will – which is 
what the name Peter means. In fact, the word for Peter and rock 
are the same word. So when Jesus said, “You are Peter, the 
rock. Upon your confession of Me as the Christ I will build My 
Church, and the gates of hell will not stand against it,” He was 
speaking to Peter as both a believer and a preacher. And Jesus 
was right, the preaching of Him as the Christ, the Son of the 
living God, is the bedrock foundation of the Church which will 
remain unshakable against the seismic forces of the world, our 
sin and death – and yes, even the powers of hell itself! 

The Church Jesus builds is known by its foundation. But be-
cause you can’t see that foundation, you have listen for it. You 
have to listen for Jesus Christ and Him crucified. You have to 
listen for Him being confessed as Lord and Savior. You have to 
Listen for Holy Baptism – where sinners, young and old, are 
buried into the death of Jesus and raised to new life in the power 
of His resurrection – where sinners stained with the guilt of their 
sin are washed in the cleansing blood of Jesus by water and the 
Word. You have to listen for Holy Absolution – for the sound of 
sinners confessing their sinfulness and their sins, and being for-
given in the name of Christ. You have to listen for the Holy 
Communion – for the sound of bread and wine being eaten and 
drunk with the words: “This is My body, this is My blood, given 
and shed for the forgiveness of your sins.” To confess Jesus as 
Christ is to use Him against sin and death. And where that’s 
going on you can be certain that Jesus is busy there building and 

nourishing His Church. 

To the Church Jesus builds, He gives the keys to the king-
dom of heaven. Though here in this Gospel, He entrusts the keys 
individually to Peter, in a couple of weeks, we’ll hear Him say 
the same thing to the entire Church – and to all His disciples. To 
give keys to someone is to grant them authority and permission 
to use the possessions of another. For example, if you give your 
car keys to someone, you’re giving that person permission to 
drive your car. When you give them the keys to your house, 
you’re giving them permission to enter into it. That doesn’t 
mean you’re relinquishing the ownership of your car or your 
house to another, it simply means you’re allowing someone else 
to use them. 

Jesus – who, interestingly enough, Scripture calls the Key of 
David – the One who alone holds the keys to death and Hades, 
and to whom all authority in heaven and on earth has been given 
– here gives Peter permission to bind and to loose – to forgive 
and retain sin. This is a most amazing, wonderful thing – that 
Christ, who won forgiveness for all by His dying on the cross as 
a perfect Sacrifice – now places in the mouth of a man the au-
thority to set sinners free from their sins with this Word: “What-
ever you bind on earth, will be bound in heaven. Whatever you 
loose on earth, will be loosed in heaven.” 

Jesus joins His mouth to Peter’s mouth, and His action to 
Peter’s action. What Peter does on earth, Christ does in heaven, 

and what Peter speaks on earth, Christ speaks in heaven. It isn’t 
two actions, but one – not two words, but one word. You don’t 
have to reach up to heaven for the keys to the kingdom, because 
Christ has already told you where those keys are now. He has 
left them in His Church, in the mouth of Peter His apostle, in the 
mouth of the minister whom Christ has sent, and in the mouth of 
your fellow Christians. As the Catechism teaches concerning 
this great gift – and as we have been taught to confess it – “We 
believe that when the called ministers of Christ deal with us by 
His divine command, in particular when they exclude openly, 
unrepentant sinners from the Christian congregation, and ab-
solve those who repent of their sins and want to do better, this is 
just as valid and certain, even in heaven, as if Christ our dear 
Lord dealt with us Himself.” 

For those who are locked up in their sin, locked up in their 
fear, locked up in dread and terror of God’s judgment – and who 
want desperately to be free, there’s a key, an absolving Word of 
Good News which declares to the broken-hearted and sorrowful: 
“Jesus Christ, the Son of the living God, died for you! You are 
forgiven! You are free!” And for those who wish to remain 
locked up in their sin, who have no desire to receive God’s for-
giveness, who have no fear of, or feel the terror of God’s judg-
ment, there’s another key – the binding Word of the Law, which 
says to the proud, the arrogant, and those who seek to justify 
themselves:” You will die locked up in your sin because you 

refused what Jesus won for you.” 

The Church, dear friends, has both of these keys, and must 
learn to turn them. The Church has no choice but to warn sin-
ners and condemn sin in the harshest way – just as She must 
also comfort sinners and forgive sin in the sweetest way. When 
Christ’s ministers proclaim the Law and the Gospel, controver-
sy, hostility, and anger are likely to follow. After all, sinners 
tend to get mad when their sin’s are brought out into the light 
for all to see. Some may try to get even, and some might try to 
leave. But you, remember that the Law is meant to serve the 
Gospel, and that the key that binds also serves as the key that 
opens. Jesus’ intention is that no one ever be locked out of His 
kingdom, and that everyone might come to repentance – seek 
His mercy, implore His grace, and long for His forgiveness – 
even as a deer seeks the cool running water of a stream. 

This is a great gift Christ has placed here among us – this 
gift of the key of forgiveness. And it’s especially great because 
God has given us to know where the keys to His forgiveness and 
heaven are to be found. They’re in the Church, where Jesus is 
confessed as the Christ, the Son of the living God. They’re in 
the Office of the Holy Ministry – the Office of the Keys – the 
Office Christ ordained to turn the key and open the door to 
heaven by the speaking God’s forgiveness in Jesus’ name. And 
all this is done that you might know who Jesus is – that is, the 
Christ, the Son of the living God – and so that you might also 
know who you are – a sinner forgiven for Jesus’ sake. Accord-

ing to God’s mercy may it always be so for you. Amen. 

And that peace of God, which passes all understanding, will 
keep your hearts and minds in that one true faith in Christ Jesus 
unto life everlasting. Amen. 

 


