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Introduction 
 Because of the profound importance of Matthew 16.13-20 (with 18.15-20), let me begin 
with a review that captures the main ideas of the last two messages on this text.  
 1) Matthew 16 with 18 directs us to define the church as the local assembly of sinners 
confessing Jesus as Messiah. Thus, the church is not a museum of saints, but a hospital for 
sinners. 
 2) The resource of healing in this hospital is the foundation on which Jesus builds the 
church (Eph. 2.20; 3.5). That resource is Peter and the other apostles confessing Christ. Peter is 
the foundation with the others as spokespersons giving witness to the identity of Christ. The 
preaching and writing of Peter and the apostles give the very word of God to sustain the church 
(2 Thess 2.15; 1 Thess 2.13). 
 3) The apostolic foundation is non-transferable. In the end, this fact is a two-edged sword 
that cuts against Rome to the left and Pentecostalism to the right. Both of these groups have a 
form of apostolic succession that claims to bring direct revelation from God beyond what we 
have in the apostolic foundation. Both compromise the important sola of Scripture by blurring 
the radical difference between apostolic and post-apostolic authority.  
 4) It is interesting to reflect on the fact that the once for all nature of the apostolic rock on 
which Jesus builds the church leads to a vital and dynamic view of discipleship. No tradition 
beyond the apostolic tradition gives a direct word to the church or a final and infallible 
interpretation of the apostolic foundation rock. Therefore, every sinner in Christ’s church is a 
disciple, and discipleship involves work, it involves determined effort in a serious learning 
process. The followers of Christ are people of the book. They can never rest on their laurels, but 
must abide in Christ by abiding in His word on a living, fresh, prayerful, and earnest learning 
curve with the goal of practical obedience.  
 Consequently, the fixed and final nature of the rock of the church necessitates continual 
reexamination of our understanding of Scripture in dialogue with one another. For healthy 
growth as the church of Christ, we must speak the truth to one another in love. Peter as the rock 
is on one side and the church with one anothering family love is on the other side; family love 
includes self-correction and mutual up building (Eph 4.15, 25). We must remain alert to the 
danger of remnant autonomy that goes hand in hand with an individualism that works against the 
corporate, community, and family nature of the church.  
 May the Lord enable us to see this danger clearly and to take up the means of grace God 
has appointed for the well-being of the church in preaching, the sacraments, and prayer. With the 
reformers, and in a sense very different from Roman Catholicism, we must remember that the 
church in its local expression is our mother and we cannot claim God as our Father if we neglect 
the church and the means of grace.  
 These summary thoughts drive us on one hand to depend entirely on God’s word, and to 
rest on the massive foundation rock of Peter and the apostles. On the other hand, these thoughts 
point us to our duty as sinner-disciples. This relationship between what we depend on (totally 
and fully) and what we must do (earnestly and faithfully) leads to an important clarification. 
How do we know that our resting on the foundation by doing our duty does not reduce 
Christianity to a form of autonomy, human self-sufficiency, and good works in contrast to grace? 
We find the answer to this question in Christ, the builder of the church who will overcome both 
His and our enemies. In this light, we can shape the question about our duty in the following way 
as a title for today’s message: “How Does Christ Build His Church?”  Our answer has to work 
forward from the seed form of the gospel in Matthew 16 to the full growth of this seed in the NT. 
Two statements make up the outline for this message on how Jesus builds the church. He does so 
by bringing sinners to the confession that He is messianic Lord, and He does so by bringing them 
through the entryway into the new covenant family.     
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1A. Jesus builds the church by bringing sinners to the confession that He is messianic Lord 
 He says: I will build my church. He is the master builder of something new that He will 
construct in the future. Clearly, He is looking beyond His death and resurrection to the great 
change that is coming in the realization of His covenant purposes regarding Israel. To focus our 
thoughts, we should concentrate on what it means to build the church. Jesus is obviously using 
the analogy of what takes place when someone puts a superstructure on a foundation. As we 
have seen, this means that the church rests on God’s word given orally and in writing by the 
apostles. Precisely, building the church means that Jesus will make alienated sinners into living 
stones in God’s building, as Paul explains: 
 For we are God's fellow workers. You are God's field, God's building (1 Cor 3.9). Of course, God owns 
the building, but with the apostles as His instruments (His fellow workers), the very construction 
of the building has God as master builder. Thus, people who were formerly strangers and aliens 
become “fellow citizens with the saints”: 

So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the 
household of God, 20 built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the 
cornerstone, 21 in whom the whole structure, being joined together, grows into a holy temple in the Lord (Eph 
2.19-21). 

From Matthew, we know that Jesus makes alienated sinners members of His household and 
living stones in His building by drawing from them a confession of His identity; they confess 
what Peter confessed, you are the Christ, the Son of the living God (Mat 16.16). What Peter confessed 
correctly, He preached authoritatively. His confession regarding Jesus-Messiah summarizes the 
confession of faith that stands at the center of discipleship. Recall the significance of the healing 
of people who were mute because of demonic oppression: namely, those who Christ savingly 
heals do not remain mute; instead, they praise God and confess His name.  
 Therefore, confession of faith that reflects belief in the heart is the way of salvation: 
Romans 10.9-10, believe in your heart and confess with your mouth that Jesus is risen Lord and 
you will be saved. However, Jesus teaches that a corrupt tree cannot bring forth the good fruit of 
repentance or the obedience of faith (Mat 7.17-18, a diseased tree cannot bear good fruit). In our 
fallen state we can only do evil, we are unable to believe in Christ, and we cannot submit to His 
authority (Gen 6.5; Jn 6.44; Rom 8.7). Like the contemporaries of Christ, we are blind to 
spiritual truth being led into the ditch by blind leaders. Like Israel of old, we have stopped our 
ears: we cannot hear or see or turn in repentance (Mat 13.14-15). But those who see with their 
eyes have blessed eyes. To know the identity of Christ is not the work of flesh and blood, but of 
the Father (Mat 16.17, Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but 
my Father who is in heaven). Those who come to know God are the ones to whom Jesus chooses to 
reveal Him (Mat 11.27). Paul adds that no one can confess that Jesus is Lord except by the Spirit 
(1 Cor 12.3). Thus, when we understand Matthew 16 in its historical-redemptive unfolding (i.e., 
we read from a post-resurrection point of view), we must conclude that Jesus builds the church 
as Son of Man and Son of God in harmony with the Father and the Holy Spirit. How does He 
build the church? He builds the church efficaciously, by the efficacious grace of the triune God. 
His grace is grace that succeeds, that never fails, and that in fact saves every sinner that He sets 
out to save. Therefore, the very confession of faith in Christ that sinners make is the fruit of 
grace. The idea of confession suggests the entryway into the church. To that we now turn.  
 
2A. He forms the church by bringing sinners through the entryway into the new covenant family 
 People who once were strangers and aliens enter into His church. Jesus builds the church 
by bringing them through the door of entry into the church. What is the door of entry by which 
we come into the local church confessing Christ as messianic Lord?  What is the door through 
which we pass when we come into the church that has an address and operates under the rule of 
an eldership? What is the door by which sinners save themselves from the evils of old Israel to 
enter into the joys of the new Israel, and yet who do so without some kind of autonomy in play? 
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These questions give hints that point the way to the obvious answer: the door of entry into the 
church is baptism.  
 Accordingly, Peter used the keys to the kingdom on the day of Pentecost when he 
preached repentance-baptism by which members of the old and crooked generation became 
members of a new generation:  

And Peter said to them, "Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the 
forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. 39 For the promise is for you and for 
your children and for all who are far off, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to himself." 40 And with many 
other words he bore witness and continued to exhort them, saying, "Save yourselves from this crooked 
generation." 41 So those who received his word were baptized, and there were added that day about three 
thousand souls (Acts 2.38-41).  

The church is the new Israel into which sinners enter by repentance-baptism. We know this 
because John the Baptist paved the way for the work of Messiah. As the forerunner of Messiah, 
by baptism, John separated Israelite from Israelite calling old Israel into a new covenant 
community: 

In those days John the Baptist came preaching in the wilderness of Judea, 2 "Repent, for the kingdom of 
heaven is at hand." 3 For this is he who was spoken of by the prophet Isaiah when he said, "The voice of one 
crying in the wilderness: 'Prepare the way of the Lord; make his paths straight.'" 4 Now John wore a garment 
of camel's hair and a leather belt around his waist, and his food was locusts and wild honey. 5 Then Jerusalem 
and all Judea and all the region about the Jordan were going out to him, 6 and they were baptized by him in the 
river Jordan, confessing their sins. 7 But when he saw many of the Pharisees and Sadducees coming for 
baptism, he said to them, "You brood of vipers! Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come? 8 Bear fruit in 
keeping with repentance. 9 And do not presume to say to yourselves, 'We have Abraham as our father,' for I 
tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children for Abraham. 10 Even now the axe is laid to the root 
of the trees. Every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 11 "I baptize 
you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is mightier than I, whose sandals I am not 
worthy to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire (Mat 3.1-11). 

There is an essential unity between John’s baptism and that of Jesus (Jn 4.1-2) and Peter (Acts 
2.38). John paved the way for the baptism that Jesus gave to Peter. It is repentance-baptism by 
which sinners enter the household of faith (Gal 6.10) as God’s building (1 Cor 3.9). Therefore, as 
Ridderbos puts it, baptism separates among men and incorporates into the new Israel, and it 
therefore “presupposes faith” (Coming 385-387). Entry into the local church is by faith-
repentance-baptism. By baptism, Paul says, we become one body (1 Cor 12.13).  
 Therefore, baptism is the place where sinners confess Christ as Lord (Rom 10.9-10) 
pledge obedience to His commandments (1 Pet 3.21), and, per the Great Commission, commit 
themselves to live under the authority of the triune God (Mat 28.19). Thus, when we look 
forward to the church Jesus builds, we have to add Matthew 28 to Matthew 16 and 18. Here, the 
themes of confession, discipleship, baptism, the trinity, and the church interface. Christ gives us 
the doctrine of the church as seedling that develops when the history of redemption unfolds in 
the death and resurrection of Christ, His enthronement, and His giving of the Spirit to the 
apostles to put the church on solid rock.   
 Now one more question floats in the background and calls out for some answer. We need 
to consider how coming into the church by a baptismal confession of Christ as messianic Lord is 
the building work of Christ alone. How do we avoid a joint work in which man contributes 
something independently essential? The primary notion that we want to refute states that God 
does His part and, unless the sinner independently does his part, he will not enter the church. 
According to this view, someone’s confession of Christ in baptism is outside of God’s control; 
whether or not a person enters the church by baptism confessing his or her sins is something 
determined by the sinner, not God. In a word, the obedience of baptism is beyond God’s control. 
We call this view synergistic because it amounts to a co-work between God and man. The 
alternative view is monergism, which defends the point that the saving grace of God is one work, 
the work of the triune God.  
 We have some things to chew on here because it is difficult to understand how baptism 
fits into the picture of efficacious grace along with faith and repentance. Perhaps, it is difficult 
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simply because faith and repentance are matters of the heart. In contrast, baptism is an outward 
sign that involves not only the believer who confesses Christ, but it also involves administrators 
in the church. Grace accents the divine side of things, but baptism seems so human, so fraught 
with weakness and fallibility.  
 In this connection, Romans 6 is the classic passage that gives us reason to reject human 
autonomy in baptism, just as we reject it regarding faith and repentance. Just as we are not able 
to believe and repent without the power of God’s grace, neither are we able to obey the Lord in 
baptism without the power of God’s grace. The premise is that in our alienation we were slaves 
to sin living in obedience to sin (obedient slaves, Rom 6.16; slaves of sin, v. 17a), and unable to 
obey the Lord (Rom 8.7). However, Paul says that we were set free from sin (6.18). Being set 
free explains how bond slaves to sin become obedient to the gospel (v. 17): 

But thanks be to God, that you who were once slaves of sin have become obedient from the heart to the 
standard of teaching to which you were committed, 18 and, having been set free from sin, have become 
slaves of righteousness (Rom 6.17-18).  

In this context, Paul tells us that baptism has an instrumental function in the application of the 
saving work of Christ:  

Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death? 4 We 
were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by 
the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life (Rom 6.3-4). 

In some unique way, baptism brings us into union with Christ in His death. There are some 
difficult things here, but we can untangle them in steps. First, Paul is speaking about water 
baptism (cf. for example, baptism into the name of the triune God, Mat 28.19 with baptism into 
Christ, Rom 6.3). Second, Paul is speaking about the change in our lives from slavery in sin to 
new obedience (6.17-18 with 6.4). Third, therefore, baptism is the means by which God joins us 
to Christ in His death in our experience, as slaves becoming obedient to the gospel.  
 A bottom line way to put this is to say that those who come to baptism with hearts of 
obedience to the gospel (the standard of teaching, 6.17) do so because of the efficacious grace of 
God, which set them free for obedience. Sinners cannot obey even the simple command of the 
gospel to receive baptism. This seems to be the justification for calling baptism the first act of 
obedience in Christian discipleship. Baptism stands symbolically at the beginning of the 
Christian life. Thus, Paul fills out how it is that Jesus builds His church by the Spirit baptizing 
sinners into one body (1 Cor 12.13); baptism is the entryway through which Jesus brings us.   
 In other words, Jesus will build the church by eliciting a confession of faith in Him as 
Messiah, the Christ the Son of the living God. He will draw this confession from alienated bond-
slaves in sin who in themselves have no ability whatsoever to obey the Lord in repentance, faith, 
and baptism. Hyphenating the unity of repentance-faith-baptism is an attempt to capture the point 
that baptism is an expression of the freedom God gives to slaves in sin. Therefore, all who come 
to baptism in faith-repentance do so because He freed them from sin and brought that free act of 
obedience to expression in their lives. Thus, by means of baptism (Rom 6.4) union with Christ in 
His death comes to realization in the lives of slaves to sin who freely obey the Lord in baptism 
because God set them free. 
 Thus, Jesus restores the broken human family bringing about a new humanity and a new 
family of brothers and sisters gathered in a specific location with an address. He forms this new 
covenant community by efficaciously bringing sinners through the entryway of baptism.  
 
Conclusions 
 Before stating some conclusions, we must admit that there are some challenging 
teachings in this text for the church that He builds after His resurrection. There are many 
implications that arise from this study, and more questions come up than we can answer now. 
These conclusions are part of a larger dialogue in the church both inside and outside of reformed 
circles (cf. such authors as Schnackenburg, Beasley-Murray, Fowler, and D. Wilson; in 
Presbyterian and Reformed circles the dialogue centers on what some call “the Federal Vision”).  
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 1) Among other things, baptism is a sign of efficacious grace (Rom 6). 
 If building the church includes bringing aliens and slaves in sin through the entryway of 
baptism into the new covenant community, then how should we view the unbaptized or 
unbelievers that gather with us? We have a simple answer (to which we will say more when we 
get further along in Matthew). We must view those without baptism or without confession of 
faith as people in the kingdom of Christ but not in the church. They should enter the church by 
repentance-baptism. Consequently, an aspect of gospel proclamation is not only the command to 
repent, but also the command to receive baptism (Repent and be baptized, Acts 2.38). That is part of 
what we obey from the heart (Rom 6.14). To put this in a striking way, these people do not make 
Christ Lord of their lives. He in fact is their Lord because He is universal Lord and Sabbath king. 
The gospel calls them to acknowledge the Lordship of Christ in the obedience of baptism. 
Remarkably, when someone obeys Christ in baptism he does so by the Spirit (1 Cor 12.3), by 
God’s effectual call. A sinner obeys the simple command of baptism from the heart only by the 
power of God that sets slaves in sin free for obedience. This instrumentality of baptism testifies 
to the one baptized and to all the church that God who brought us into fellowship by the power 
of His grace (1 Cor 1.9) will cleanse and sustain us all the way to glory (1 Cor 1.8). Baptism has 
a marvelous depth as a sign and seal of efficacious grace (a gospel word to all). This depth 
should increase our appreciation for God’s extraordinary use of ordinary means.  
 2) Christ is the master builder of the church.  
 We do not build the church. The church is not the product of smart leadership, aggressive 
marketing techniques, and seeker sensitive programs. To be very specific, the church is not even 
the product of the use of right and reasonable means. Granted, Jesus does not exclude means, and 
He does use them in working out His purposes. However, we need to emphasize the fact that He 
is the master builder. He said, “I will build my church.” That fact is a great comfort. 
 3) Obviously, means are part of the picture. The master builder builds the church on the 
apostolic foundation that goes forth in the apostolic age by the preaching of Peter and the 
apostles, and it continues to go forth in the post-apostolic age by the preaching of all who enter 
into the labors of Peter and the apostles. From the character of the foundation, we might tend to 
think that Peter builds the church, that the apostles with him build the church, or that pastor-
teachers build the church. However, Jesus causes us to look beyond these means to the one who 
uses these means. Therefore, with all their necessity, the means can never have an autonomous 
character, not even the compromise of autonomy in a synergistic way of thinking.   
 If we look at the coming of sinners into the new covenant community, we cannot say that 
sinners and Christ each do their part to build the church. His promise to be the builder is a 
promise of efficacious grace that is operative beginning, continuing, and completing the church. 
He is the one who begins the work, continues it, and completes it.   
 4) Jesus builds the church in His essential unity with the other members of the trinity. 
When we consider this dimension that begins to surface in the teachings of Christ after the 
resurrection (in the Great Commission, Mat 28.19-20), we have further confirmation that the 
building is God’s work by the effectual power of His grace (by His glory, Rom 6.4). Christ, the 
Father, and the Spirit build the church in such a way that even our obedience in baptism is an 
outworking of efficacious grace that promises final glory. Christ loved the church and gave himself up for 
her that he might sanctify her; having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, so that he might present the 
church to himself in splendor…holy and without blemish (Eph 5.25-27). 
    

May we fall down before the majesty of the great God and our Savior, Jesus-Messiah, the builder of the church. 
Let us praise Him because He builds the church by the almighty power of saving grace. Let us do what Peter 
tells us to do when he says, As you come to him, a living stone rejected by men but in the sight of God chosen and 
precious, 5 you yourselves like living stones are being built up as a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer 
spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. So let us come as a royal priesthood to do what we are 
called to do, let us confess the excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light (1 Pet 2.4-5, 
9). 


