
 

“Upon This Rock, I Will Build My Church” 
(Matthew 16:13-20) 

 
 
 

 If you went out one day looking for a house to buy, would you consider one that 
had been built without a foundation or with a foundation which was too weak to support 
the house?  Imagine a house built right on top of the ground without a concrete slab.  
How long do you think it would last?  What do you think would happen to it when the 
rainy season came?  It might last for a year or two with some problems, but eventually 
the ground underneath it would be washed away, the walls would fall in, and the house 
would collapse.  It would be ruined.  A house can’t stand without a foundation.  It’s what 
holds everything together.  The same thing is true with regard to spiritual houses as well.  
They also can’t stand without a strong foundation.  This means that if the house which 
Christ is building, the church, is to stand throughout time, if it is to bring the glory and 
honor to the Father and to the Son that God intends, it needs a foundation which is strong 
enough to hold it together, not just through this life, but also throughout eternity.  But 
that’s exactly what Jesus provided for it.  What we’ll look at this morning in our passage 
is what that foundation is.  And so that you won’t miss it, I’ll tell you before we begin:  it 
is nothing other than Christ Himself, in His person, work and teaching.   
 The first thing we see in our passage is the question Jesus asked His disciples, 
when they were in Caesarea Philippi, and the answer that Peter, on behalf of all the 
disciples, gave Him.   
 Jesus now traveled north from the Sea of Galilee into the area of Caesarea 
Philippi.  Caesarea Philippi was at the foot of Mount Hermon, in an area where the runoff 
from the mountains ran together to form the Jordan River.  This city used to be called 
Panium, after the Greek god Pan, but was later changed to Caesarea, by Philip the 
tetrarch, the son of Herod the Great, who rebuilt it and renamed it in honor of the Roman 
Emperor Tiberius Caesar.  He also added the name Philippi, after his own name, to 
distinguish it from the other Caesarea which was further south, on the coast of the 
Mediterranean.  It was here that Jesus asked His disciples the very probing question, 
“Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” (v. 13).  Jesus had been ministering for 
some time, and people had been forming opinions about Him.  Who did they think He 
was?  What did they think He was all about?  It’s interesting that up to this point in 
Matthew’s Gospel, even though Matthew has referred to Jesus as the Christ in his 
narration, no one else has.  People had their ideas of who He was, but no one had yet 
confessed Him to be the Messiah.  Who did they think He was?  The disciples answered, 
“Some say that You are John the Baptist” (v. 14).  Remember, Herod the tetrarch thought 
that this is who Jesus was.  “This is John the Baptist; he has risen from the dead; and that 
is why miraculous powers are at work in him” (14:1-2).  Apparently there were others 
who thought the same thing.  Still others thought He was Elijah.  There was a strong 
expectation in those days that Elijah was to come before the Messiah.  When John was 
baptizing in the wilderness, the Jews sent priests and Levites to ask him who he was.  He 
told them he was not the Christ.  They said, “What then?  Are you Elijah?”  But he said, 
“I am not.”  “Are you the Prophet?” that is, the prophet Moses said the Lord would raise 
up after him, “and he answered, ‘No’” (John 1:19-21).  “Who are you” then?  He said he 
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was “the voice of one crying in the wilderness” (vv. 22-23), the one sent to prepare the 
way for Messiah’s coming.  Jesus told His disciples that John was in fact the one who 
fulfilled these prophecies.  He was not Elijah himself, but the one who came in the spirit 
and power of Elijah.  Still others thought He was Jeremiah, or one of the prophets.  But 
the point is no one was saying that Jesus was the Christ, the anointed of God.   
 Well, that was what the people thought.  But what was more important to Jesus 
was what the disciples thought?  Did they believe the things that others were saying, or 
did they know who Jesus really was?  Jesus undoubtedly knew what they were thinking, 
but He wanted them to confess it.  And so He asked, “‘But who do you say that I am?’  
And Simon Peter answered and said, ‘You are the Christ, the Son of the living God’” 
(Matt. 16:16).  When Peter said this, he certainly must have echoed what all the disciples 
thought.  But being so impetuous, he was the first to speak up.  “You’re not any of those 
persons.  You’re far greater.  You’re the Christ, the expected One, the hope of all Israel.  
You’re the One who has come to do what no one else can:  to free us from our sins.  We 
know that you’re more than just a man.  You’re the Son of the living God, God in human 
flesh”  From John’s Gospel, we know that the disciples were hoping that this was true 
from early on in Jesus’ ministry.  But now they are convinced beyond all doubt that it’s 
true.  Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God.  It’s also interesting that in Matthew’s 
Gospel, Jesus has been calling Himself the Son of Man, but hasn’t really referred to 
Himself as the Son of God.  The devil called Him this, and those who were possessed 
with demons called Him this, but no one else had.  And yet Peter knew and believed that 
Jesus was both the Messiah and the Son of God.  How did he know this?  How had he 
now become convinced enough to confess it?  Jesus tells us.  He says, “Blessed are you, 
Simon Barjona, because flesh and blood did not reveal this to you, but My Father who is 
in heaven” (v. 17).  The Father had revealed these things to him.  The people thought that 
Jesus was important.  They thought that He was a great man, a great prophet of God, even 
a resurrected prophet.  The Pharisees and Sadducees, on the other hand, thought that 
Jesus was working in league with the devil.  But here was a man who had seen and heard 
the same things they did, but concluded that Jesus was the Christ, the Son of God.  Why?  
Because the Father sent His Spirit to change his heart, to open His eyes and to illumine 
his mind to see the truth and beauty of Christ and to embrace Him will all his heart.  
Without this blessing from the Father, the Bible says that no one will ever come to Christ.  
Without it, all men are blind to His glory.   
 I would ask you first this morning, Have your eyes been opened to see who Jesus 
really is?  Have you seen His glory and His beauty?  Have you confessed Him to be the 
Christ, the Son of the living God, and in so doing have you embraced Him as your Lord 
and Savior?  If you have, then you are as blessed as Peter was so many years ago, 
because flesh and blood did not reveal this to you, but your Father who is in heaven.  God 
has had mercy on you.  The One who sovereignly opens the eyes of the blind and gives 
life to those who are spiritually dead, has done this for you.  May the Lord truly stir your 
hearts up in thankfulness for this mercy, especially as you prepare to meet Christ at His 
table this morning.  But if you have not received this blessing, then I would urge you to 
come to Christ now to receive it.  Jesus is your only hope.  He is the only way to the 
Father.  The Father offers Him to you now and tells you that if you will receive Him, He 
will receive you.  Come to Christ.  He is full of love and compassion.  If you turn to Him 
in faith, He will never turn you away.   
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 But Jesus didn’t stop here.  He had more to say to Peter.  He continued, “And I 
also say to you that you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build My church; and the 
gates of Hades shall not overpower it.  I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, 
and whatever you shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you shall 
loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (vv. 18-19).  Now what did Jesus mean by this?  
I don’t know if you realize this, but this is probably one of the most controversial things 
He has ever said.  For instance, the Roman Church believes that what Jesus meant was 
that He was going to build His church upon Peter.  Jesus said his name was “Simon 
Barjona,” that is, Simon the son of Jonah.  But he wasn’t going to be called by that name 
any longer.  He would now be called Peter, which means a stone, and upon this stone He 
would build His church.  It would be so strong that nothing would be able to overcome it 
or withstand it, not even the kingdom of darkness.  Jesus also entrusted the keys of the 
kingdom to him, so that he might open and shut the doors of that kingdom to whomever 
he will.  This, they believe, was the founding of the Roman Church, the only true church, 
and the only one which can legitimately open the kingdom to men, or shut them out.  If 
you want to be saved, then, you must come to them.  But is this what Jesus really meant?   
 No, it isn’t.  First of all, Jesus didn’t build His church on Peter.  It is true that 
Jesus changed his name to Pe,troj, which means “a stone.”  But Jesus didn’t say He was 
going to build His church on Pe,troj but on the pe,tra, or “the rock.”  Peter wasn’t a 
strong enough foundation to hold up the church.  No mere man is.  On the night of 
Christ’s trial, he denied three times that he even knew Him.  Well then, if Peter wasn’t 
the foundation, what was?  Some have said that it was Peter as the confessing apostle, 
that is, Christ was going to build His church on those who profess the true religion.  In 
this sense, everyone who confesses Him becomes a part of the spiritual building, as Peter 
tells us in his first letter, “You also, as living stones, are being built up as a spiritual 
house for a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through 
Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 2:5).  Peter and the disciples were like so many living stones added 
to the house of Christ through faith in His name.  We are too, if we also believe.  Others 
have suggested that what Jesus meant here was the teaching that He was going to do 
through Peter and the other apostles.  Paul tells us, “So then you are no longer strangers 
and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints, and are of God's household, having 
been built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being 
the corner stone, in whom the whole building, being fitted together is growing into a holy 
temple in the Lord; in whom you also are being built together into a dwelling of God in 
the Spirit” (Eph. 2:19-22).  Peter is the foundation in the sense that his teaching would 
form a part of the doctrinal standard for the church.  And still others understand this as 
Christ Himself.  He is the foundation of the church.  After all, it is His work that makes 
the church possible.  He is the One who lived for her.  He is the One who died for her.  
He is also called pe,tra in Scripture.  He is the stone of stumbling and the rock of offense 
(Rom. 9:33; 1 Pet. 2:8).  He is also the chief cornerstone of the building, laid at the very 
foundation.  Paul writes, “ For no man can lay a foundation other than the one which is 
laid, which is Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 3:11).  Could there really be any other foundation 
upon which the church could be built, against which the kingdom of darkness could not 
prevail?  Could anyone else hold the church together for the rest of eternity, so that it 
would never perish?  Now certainly, all of these things are true.  Peter is a part of the 
building.  The teaching of the apostles is at the foundation of the church.  But Christ 
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Himself is the foundation.  The church is built upon Him and His work.  Without Him, 
the church would never endure.  But with Him at the foundation, it will stand forever.   
 But what about the keys to the kingdom, the authority to open and close the doors 
of the kingdom of God?  Were these given to Peter alone?  Does the Roman Church 
today have the only set?  Do they represent the authority to save a man or to damn him?  
No.  First of all, they weren’t given only to Peter, but to all the apostles and to the church.  
Jesus said to all of His disciples after the resurrection the same thing He said here to 
Peter, “If you forgive the sins of any, their sins have been forgiven them; if you retain the 
sins of any, they have been retained” (John 20:23).  Jesus also says in Matthew 18:18 
about the church, “Truly I say to you, whatever you shall bind on earth shall be bound in 
heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”  Second, we need to 
understand that the keys of the kingdom are not the power to forgive or not to forgive 
sins.  It is the power which Jesus has entrusted to His church officers to declare that a 
man’s sins are forgiven or that they are not forgiven based on what they say and do.  If a 
person has a credible profession of faith, if they believe the true Gospel and live 
according to that truth, then the elders of the church have Christ’s authority to declare 
that their sins are forgiven and to allow them to enter into the fellowship of the church.  
But if a person doesn’t believe the truth or is not repentant, they have His authority to 
shut the doors of the church against them, until they repent.  They can shut them out of 
church, the visible kingdom of God, but only Christ can shut them out of the eternal 
kingdom, irregardless of what the Roman Church believes.   
 Now how can we apply this?  The first thing we can do is make sure that we are a 
part of a church which has Christ for it’s foundation, because if we settle for anything 
less, we will end up being ruined forever.  Is the Gospel preached?  Is the work of Christ 
proclaimed as the only work God will accept?  Is salvation offered to all men through 
faith in His name, apart from the works of the Law and any other kind of work which we 
might want to offer God?  If so, even though there may be problems with the government 
of the church, or with their view of the sacraments, or with other areas of teaching, it is a 
true church.  The church can be and is wrong in many areas.  But errors, though they 
weaken the church, don’t destroy it.  However, if the church is wrong about the Gospel, 
that does destroy it.  The church is the body of Christ, it is made up of those who are His 
redeemed by faith in His name.  If a particular church is preaching something which isn’t 
the true Gospel, it isn’t a true church and must be avoided.  Make sure that the church 
you are a part of is one that preaches the truth.   

 Secondly, this teaches us that we must pray for the elders of the church, that they would 
exercise the keys of the kingdom wisely.  Christ has given them the authority to open and 
to close, to loose and to bind.  He has given them this authority to keep His church pure.  
Christ knows a little leaven can leaven the whole lump (1 Cor. 5:6), it can affect His 
whole congregation.  If we tolerate sin, if we allow it to continue, it will eventually bring 
us all into sin.  The Lord wants us to turn from all our sins and to be those who turn our 
brothers from theirs.  If you know of someone who is practicing some sin, whether it is as 
small as cheating on an income tax return, or as large as adultery, you need to go to them 
and try to bring them to repentance.  If they don’t repent, then you need to take one or 
two more with you and confront them again.  And if they still don’t repent, you need to 
bring it to the attention of the elders (Matt. 18:15-17).  Don’t tolerate sin.  Not only will it 
be sin on your part, it will also lead to more sin on your part.  Instead, help your brothers 
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and sisters to escape it, so that they will thank God for you.  Now this doesn’t mean the 
Lord doesn’t want us to invite unbelievers to come to a church service.  He does.  He 
wants them to hear the Gospel.  But it does warn us that we must not have close 
fellowship with those who say they are Christians when they are living in sin, but instead 
to admonish or rebuke them, so that they will repent.   

 Lastly, Jesus warned His disciples that they should not tell anyone that He was the Christ.  
It was not yet time for Jesus to reveal Himself.  But this isn’t the case today.  Jesus 
commands us to tell as many people as we can, to bring the Gospel to every living 
creature (Mark 16:15).  We need to evangelize more than we do.  God has given to us 
good news.  We have been saved from hell by that good news.  We need to share that 
same good news with others, so that they also might be saved.  But brethren, we need 
God’s grace to do this, and everything else we have been exhorted to this morning.  Let 
us prepare then to come to His table and to receive His grace and strength to do these 
things.  Amen.   


