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Introduction 
 The passage we are looking at today has paramount importance for the life of the church 
because of two interrelated facts: a) this passage is the great divide between Rome and the 
Reformation, and b) this passage shows us some of how the Lord stirs up His people leading 
them to speak up for Him. Clearly, one of the ways that our Lord teaches is by asking questions 
and causing us to answer them. This discipling method lies behind the Westminster Catechisms 
with their Q and A format.  Accordingly, the outline for this message this morning consists of 
questions, and the body of the message seeks to answer these questions. The questions are: 1) 
who is the builder of the church?  2) What is the church that He builds?  
 
1A. Who is the builder of the church? (13-16) 
 As noted earlier, much of the dialogue recorded in this passage has a question/answer 
format. The questions lead to the identity of the Lord Jesus, and yet at the end of the section we 
hear Him accent a secrecy principle: tell no one, be silent, do not speak, and in effect remain 
mute (v. 20; we will try to incorporate this verse into next week’s message). 
 At first, Jesus asks the disciples a question and He gives no comment on their answer. 
Then He asks the disciples a second question that Peter answers and to which Jesus replies with a 
comment. Let us consider each question in order as we answer the question, “who is the founder 
of the church?”  
 1) Who do people say I am? 
 As I read, notice that I stated the question too briefly: Now when Jesus came into the district of 
Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, "Who do people say that the Son of Man is?" (16.13). Jesus uses the 
phrase, Son of man, in His question about His identity. This is not answering the question in the 
asking as if to say, “Do the people know me correctly as the Son of Man or, do they know that I 
am the Son of Man?” It is clear that Jesus often referred to Himself as the Son of Man before this 
occasion. The people heard Him say this and so did the disciples (cf. for example, “Son of Man 
is Lord of the Sabbath” and blasphemy against the Son of Man, 12.8, 32). Thus, the question 
actually combines the dual notions of “who is the Son of Man?” and “who am I?” The question 
is “who do people say that I am in my identity as the Son of Man?” 
 The people divided in wrong opinions. Some say He is John the Baptist, others say He is Elijah the 
forerunner, still others Jeremiah or one of the prophets (16.14). Their answers seem to relate in some way 
or another to the impending change that is to take place when the kingdom of God promised in 
the OT comes. All the wrong identities are right in the sense that they refer to the coming 
prophet (they are all prophets including John the Baptist). Problem: they saw Jesus as nothing 
more than a prophet, someone paving the way for the coming kingdom. They say many things 
but they lack acknowledgment of what is most important. They do not know who He is. 
Evidently, in Israel at the time of Christ, the designation of “Son of Man” had a meaning for the 
people different from the meaning Christ attached to it. This is another example of the people’s 
ignorance of the OT (cf. Dan 7.13, for example). Clearly, Jesus used the phrase to identify 
Himself in His true humanity, but by using it He said much more about His person and that 
something more could only be appreciated if the listener understood the OT.  
 Interestingly, and something that should cause us all to do our work with humility: we 
can have contact with Christ of some sort and think that our view of someone else’s view is 
better than their view while all the while we are both wrong. In addition, it is interesting to think 
that we may miss true wisdom because of our ignorance of the OT Scriptures. However, this 
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caution and call to humility does not eliminate the summons to develop a viewpoint and to 
confess Christ, as the next question in the text shows. 
 2) Who do you say I am? 
 Jesus does not reply to the various answers of the people. His real interest is in the 
training of disciples and we can apply these words to ourselves to good effect. The Lord 
questions us. He enquires of us about views out there. He asks us to articulate our own views. He 
seeks from us a good confession like He confessed before Pilate (I charge you in the presence of God, 
who gives life to all things, and of Christ Jesus, who in his testimony before Pontius Pilate made the good confession, 
1 Tim 6.13). We can conclude that those that Christ heals are not to be mute; instead, they are to 
speak up for Him, in His presence, and in the context of various views on His person and work.  
  Jesus is not unsure about what the disciples think, but He is focusing their thoughts in 
order to stretch them to a higher level, even higher than (or at least additional to) their confession 
that He is the Son of God. Recall, after the walking on the water miracle, they worshipped Him 
saying “You are the Son of God” (14.33). Thus, there is something more; a new level of 
understanding to attain that goes farther than the confession of Christ as Son of God, as God 
deserving worship! Surely, this is an example case of how the Lord Jesus elicits confessions 
about Him from us (personal confession with seasoned perspective is at the core of discipleship).  
 The question prompts discipleship; it stirs it up and energizes the learning of disciples. 
This is something critically important for us, but it was even more important for the disciple-
apostles. Luke adds something that underscores the importance of the learning process of 
disciples. He tells us that Jesus spent time in prayer just before this conversation: Now it happened 
that as he was praying alone, the disciples were with him. And he asked them, "Who do the crowds say that I am?" (Lk 
19.18). Apparently, Jesus was praying alone with His disciples nearby (as later when in 
Gethsemane He takes some of them with Him but then goes further to pray alone). This call to 
confession is a major turning point in the training of the apostles; it was so important that Jesus 
bathed it in prayer before asking them to make this confession.  
 Now are we surprised to find that Jesus speaks to the disciples (he asked them) and Peter 
speaks up with an answer: Simon Peter replied, "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God" (16.16). If we 
connect the references to Christ, the Son of the living God, and the Son of God (14.33) with Son 
of Man, then the answer becomes “You are the Messiah to be worshipped as both Son of God 
and Son of Man.” Combining Messiah with Son of Man, in this way, shows that Jesus (God 
come in the flesh as the servant of the covenant) is the man who receives the glory of the 
kingdom from the ancient of days in Daniel’s prophecy:  

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. 14 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 (7.13-14). 

This is the fork in the road, the turning point for the disciples, and a great milestone in the history 
of redemption that the disciple-apostles reach this understanding regarding the founder of the 
church. Now we should ask, what is the church that He builds?  
 
2A. What is the church that Jesus builds? 
 In our Lord’s reply to Peter, He shows that this whole conversation is about the building 
of the church. This is one of the rare mentions of the church in the Gospels, right here at a 
turning point in the history of redemption, so we need to define what it is.  
 1) How can we define the church? 
 At the center of this passage, the Lord Jesus introduces the subject of the “church” for the 
first time. In fact, the use of the word “church” only occurs twice in the Gospels, both in 
Matthew (16.18; 18.18): 

And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail 
against it. 
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"If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you 
have gained your brother. 16 But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every charge 
may be established by the evidence of two or three witnesses. 17 If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the 
church. And if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. 18 
Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth 
shall be loosed in heaven. 

From these passages, we can formulate a concise definition of the church. The word literally 
means assembly and its background is the OT people of God, as for example, the assembly in the 
wilderness, which is literally the church in the wilderness (Acts 7.38). Thus, Jesus speaks of 
gathering a new Israel when He speaks here of “my church” as something new to come, 
something that He will build. In keeping with John’s preaching that paved the way for old Israel 
to enter by baptism into a new covenant people, Jesus chose twelve apostles to become the 
nucleus of the new twelve tribes, the people of God in the time of fulfillment.  
 Per Matthew 18, we learn about the concreteness of His church. It is made up of 
particular people who may sin against one another (who do sin against each other), and who have 
a defined process of reconciliation (what we may call the church’s own process of self-
discipline, which is foundational to church discipline). This process involves a concrete 
relationship with eldership rule in the church for, as we shall see later, taking things to the church 
means taking them to the spiritual leaders, as the church in representation. Taking matters of sin 
and reconciliation to the church does not mean bringing them before every man, woman, and 
child in the church, no matter what size the church may be. Instead, the representatives of the 
church guide the church as a whole. We will give careful attention to more details about church 
self-discipline when we get to Matthew 18 in this series.  
 We can capture a definition by including other references to the new people of God. They 
are those who will be caught by fishers of men (4.19), and members of the Good Shepherd’s 
flock of sheep (Jn 10.15-16; 21.15). They are the people that hear His voice and follow Him (cf. 
the household of faith). They are those who enter the new covenant community by faith-
repentance baptism (Mat 3.6, etc). In addition and critically, they are sinners who have to work at 
harmony with one another by correction, rebuke, self-correction, self-discipline, and church 
discipline.  
 Thus, although the church is all God’s elect, all His people wherever they may live in 
history or across the face of the earth presently, these passages on the church teach us to think 
about the church in its visible and concrete expressions, namely, the church in a given location, 
the local church that Jesus is building. Each building block in the structure of the church that 
Jesus builds is a sinner in relation to other sinners who are to promote unity and reconciliation 
under the spiritual leadership of elders.  
 2) How does the church function under spiritual leadership? 
 That is, how does the church function under the spiritual leadership of Peter?  
 Jesus speaks here of the church that will emerge after His death and resurrection. That is 
the milestone in the future that He must reach in order to do what He says He will do down the 
road. Therefore, what He says about the coming church is a compressed statement that includes 
the disciple Peter to whom He speaks directly per Matthew 16 on one hand.  
 On the other hand, per Matthew 18, this compressed statement includes all His under-
shepherds (under-overseers) who exercise rule in His church during the whole time between His 
comings. Thus, in the history of redemption, there is a unity between the apostles and elders in 
the church. If we compare this passage with Matthew 28, we can make this point of unity stick 
more clearly. In the Great Commission (Mat 28.19-20), Jesus speaks to the apostles as 
eyewitnesses of His resurrection. He commissions them to preach the gospel to all nations, to 
baptize disciples, and to do so knowing that He is with them to the end of the age. He must be 
saying that He will bless their witness to His resurrection as that witness goes out across the 
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earth and across time to the end of history. Therefore, Jesus is with them in the preaching of the 
word they give to the church as its foundation as that preaching continues through elders and 
pastor-teachers that He gives to the church in its unfolding over time.  
 Note a couple of passages in this connection. In Matthew 10, we learn that the apostles 
will preach in the cities of Israel up to the second coming of Christ. As they do so, they will 
preach to the Gentiles. Therefore, preaching to the people of Israel becomes preaching to the 
Gentiles; the cities of Israel become the cities of the world as apostolic preaching continues in all 
preaching that goes forth in the time between the comings of Christ. Thus, in Ephesians 4, the 
apostle Paul places the gift of apostle along side of the gift of pastor-teacher. The works of the 
apostles follow them in the work of pastor-teachers today.  
 However, it is important (radically important) to emphasize that the unity of rule in the 
church that apostles and elders share must function in a way that does justice to the difference 
between them. We must make a very important distinction between the apostles as rulers in the 
church and all rulers that follow in their steps. We will stress this point next week when we 
discuss “upon this rock, I will build my church.”  
 
Concluding remarks  
 1) When we work with Matthew 16.18, we have to keep Matthew 18.18 in mind and vice 
versa. These texts are the only places in the Gospel where Jesus speaks explicitly of the church 
using the terminology of the church. Each text informs the other. Together they give us 
extremely important principles about the Christian church, even though it does not come into 
existence until after the resurrection. Even then, the structure of the church takes shape gradually 
as the gospel goes out from Jerusalem, Judea, and Samaria to the uttermost parts of the earth. For 
example, in the book of Acts, churches first come into existence, and then later, the apostles 
appoint elders to rule and nurture them. We best understand the record of the book of Acts 
regarding the church as a filling out of what Jesus taught in Matthew 16 and 18. 
 2) Thus, the teaching of our Lord in Matthew is critical for understanding Christian 
discipleship in local churches across the ages.  The teaching in Acts and in the Epistles on how 
disciples are to function in local churches builds squarely on the footing Jesus put in place in 
Matthew 16 and 18. Bottom line: elders carry on the work of the apostles (not priests or popes) 
in training of disciples as sinners who need spiritual discipline (correction and self-correction). 
 3) Therefore, what discipleship is supposed to be intertwines with the identity of Jesus. It 
intertwines with how He continues to prompt learning among His people. He nurtures His family 
eliciting from them a confession of faith based on the Scriptures. He uses means and he tells us 
how they become effective.  
 What means does the Lord use? If we think back through the Gospel of Matthew, we can 
put our finger on various means that the Lord used in training the twelve, which exemplify how 
He trains us today (of course, keeping the difference between apostolic and post-apostolic in 
mind). One is prayer, particularly intercessory prayer. Another is warning about the leaven of the 
Pharisees as to how they confused human interpretation with Scripture. His miracles in general 
and His healing miracles in particular taught the gospel in training the disciples. He used graphic 
imagery, parables, metaphors, dialogue, comparison, contrast, Q and A, along with didactic 
exposition.  All these things are means that He uses in making and cultivating discipleship. We 
should use these means today in our learning process as an expression of the new Israel.  
 This brings us to the all-important question: how does He make these means effective? It 
is by the revealing work of the Father by the Spirit: flesh and blood has not revealed this to you but my 
Father in heaven. Unless the Father opens our eyes to the truth of the things taught by various 
means, the means will avail nothing. His working in the heart, revealing or making the truth 
known, is what we depend on most. 
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 Revelation is necessary. God must open eyes. Human eyes cannot see without God’s 
enabling. Peter is powerless as are all disciples. The Father of the Lord Jesus gave Peter the 
ability to know and confess the correct identity of Jesus. No one knows the Son but the Father 
and those to whom He chooses to reveal Him (Mat 11.27); then they can know Him, they will 
know Him and Jesus will work in them to confess their faith in Him.   
 Means are involved (Peter knew Jesus, heard Him teach, saw the miracles), but “it was 
the direct act of God that enabled the means to achieve their goal and bring Peter to the 
confession that Jesus is the Christ” (Ridderbos 302). 
 Thus, we need a diligent and right use of all proper means, and we need, desperately need 
the illuminating work of God deep in our souls. We cannot expect God’s blessing without taking 
up the means as we should, but the use of means in themselves is only a good beginning. The 
rest depends fully upon the Lord and His opening of our ears and eyes. Therefore, of all the 
means God tells us to take up, the most important one must be dependent prayer. We must 
continually ask, seek, and knock. In this way, He loosens our tongues to confess a good 
confession to the honor of His name. 
  

Let us fall down before the majesty of our Lord Jesus as Son of God and Son of Man; may we honor 
and praise Him because the Father “put all things under his feet and gave him as head over all things 
to the church” (Eph 1.22). To Him be all glory both now and forevermore, amen.  


