
Rev. K. Freeman, August 23, 2020:  12th Sunday after Pentecost 
Exodus 1:8-2:10; Ps 124; Romans 12:1-8; Matthew 16:13-20 

 

Jesus asked his disciples, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” 

To us, “the Son of Man” seems like an odd description – but the disciples knew  

a scriptural reference when they heard it.  The term comes from the book of the 

prophet Daniel, chapter 7, where the prophet says, “I saw in the night visions,  

and behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man, and  

he came to the Ancient of Days and was presented before him. And to him was 

given dominion and glory and a kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages 

should serve him; his dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass 

away, and his kingdom one that shall not be destroyed.” So not only does the term 

“Son of Man” point to the humanity of Jesus, it also points to his role as the 

Messianic King. 

 

“Who do people say the Son of Man is?”  Jesus had taken his disciples to a place 

called Caesarea Philippi when he asked them this question.  Caesarea Philippi was 

an ancient Roman city, located about twenty miles north of the Sea of Galilee at 

the base of Mt. Hermon.  It’s a beautiful place where there are lots of natural 

springs – the River Jordan has it’s source there.  But it was also a place where 

many false gods were worshiped.   

 

“Who do people say the Son of Man is?”  The disciples come back with all sorts of 

ideas that had been going around.  Some thought Jesus was John the Baptist –  

that rumor was being spread by Herod who had killed John the Baptist – when he 

heard about all the miracles and healings Jesus was doing, he said to his servants 

that it was John the Baptist, come back to life.  Some thought Jesus was Elijah, the 

Old Testament prophet – because when Jesus raised the widow’s son back to life 

in Luke 7, it seemed very similar to when Elijah brought a widow’s son back to life, 

in 1 Kings 17.    

 

 

 



Some thought Jesus was one of the other Old Testament prophets -  his miracles 

were being described in such a way that people were reminded of the prophesy 

from Isaiah that one day, “The eyes of the blind will be opened, and the ears of the 

deaf will be unplugged.  Then those who are lame will leap like deer, and those 

who cannot speak will shout for joy.” 

 

“But what about you?”  Jesus asked, “Who do you say I am?” Peter answers: “You 

are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”  This is known as “Peter’s confession” - 

it’s also found in Mark 8 and Luke 9 – and it’s a turning point in the Gospels – the 

point where Jesus’ true identity begins to be more fully revealed.  Jesus accepts 

Peter’s affirmation that Jesus isn’t just a prophet; he’s not just a healer; in fact he’s 

not only the Messiah but he’s also the Son of God. “This was not revealed to you 

by flesh and blood,” Jesus says.  This has been revealed to Peter by God the Father 

himself.   

 

And then Jesus says: “I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 

church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.”  The name “Peter” translates 

from the Greek petros, meaning a small stone.  The word “rock” translates from 

the Greek petra, which means solid rock.  “Peter,” then, is a chip off the old block!   

And Jesus wants to build his church upon that chip.  It is disputed among traditions 

whether the rock that the church will be built upon is Peter himself, or whether 

Peter represents all the disciples that the church will be built upon, or it could be 

that the rock Jesus is referring to is the revelation itself that Jesus is the Messiah, 

the Son of God, and the church is to be built upon that rock.  In any case, “the 

gates of Hades will not overcome it.”  The powers opposed to God will not 

overcome the church.  The church may be attacked and persecuted but God will 

make sure that the church will never die out.  

 

 

 

 



Jesus said, “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind 

on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed 

in heaven.”  Listen to the vision of John, from Revelation 1:12-18:  “I turned 

toward the voice which was talking to me, and when I turned, I saw seven gold 

lamp stands. There was someone like the Son of Man among the lamp stands. He 

was wearing a robe that reached his feet. He wore a gold belt around his waist. His 

head and his hair were white like wool – like snow.  His eyes were like flames of 

fire. His feet were like glowing bronze refined in a furnace. His voice was like the 

sound of raging waters. In his right hand he held seven stars, and out of his mouth 

came a sharp, two-edge sword. His face was like the sun when it shines in all its 

brightness. When I saw him, I fell down at his feet like a dead man. Then he laid his 

right hand on me and said, “Don’t be afraid! I am the first and the last, the living 

one. I was dead, but now I am alive forever. I have the keys of death and hell.” 

 

This is the glory and the power of the risen Christ!  And Jesus has the keys of the 

kingdom of heaven and he gives the keys to Peter!  Giving the “keys” to Peter 

symbolizes giving away authority and control – various denominations have given 

different interpretations to what kind of authority or control is being granted in 

this passage.  “Whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever 

you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”   The power to bind and to loose 

could be about the control of good and evil, the forgiveness of sin or the 

development of church doctrine.  That’s a mind-blowing responsibility!  And Jesus 

leaves it up to human, fallible Peter and the church that will follow.   

 

At the heart of today’s passage is the question Jesus asks, “…what about you?  

Who do you say I am?”  It all comes down to this, for the first disciples and for us.  

I believe that in the Gospels, Jesus claims to be God – and that has to change 

everything, because at the heart of the Good News is Jesus Christ.   

 

 

 



In these times of pandemic and wildfires, when there has been so much death and 

destruction and when we fear there is more to come… When so many aspects of 

our life together have had to be sacrificed, it can be hard to hold faith with the 

promise of life given to us by Jesus. In these months of not meeting together, of 

grief, and isolation, of fears and doubts about the future, it is hard to feel like a 

solid rock on which anything could be built.  But Jesus is the cornerstone – the one 

who holds everything together – and he tells us that we are enough.   

 

We are enough to be, as Paul puts it in his letter to the Romans, “One body in 

Christ.” We are enough, in our frailty and fallibility, to be a “living sacrifice, holy 

and acceptable to God.”  We are enough to be a place where the kingdom of 

heaven can be seen on earth.  We are enough to be the rocks with which the 

church of God is built and to prevail against the gates of Hades.  

 

It is a big responsibility – but we’re not expected to do it alone, because Jesus also 

promises to be with us through it all, and this is a promise that will hold, whatever 

happens, because he’s the one who holds all things, the Son of the living God.  And 

as the psalmist says, “Our help is in the Name of the Lord, the maker of heaven 

and earth.”  Amen.  
 

 


