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Introduction 
 Last week, we began to study one of the most important passages in Scripture on the 
church (Mat 16.13-20). Some review observations will set the stage for continuing this study 
today. First, we need to understand Matthew 16 in light of Mathew 18.15-20. These texts 
compliment and inform one another on the meaning of the church that Jesus builds. Second, a 
foundational definition of the church emerges from these chapters; as Ridderbos puts it, Jesus is 
talking about the church with a “definite address” and in a particular place (Coming of the 
Kingdom 361). Thus, we can define the church that the risen Lord Jesus builds; remarkably, it is 
the local assembly of sinners confessing His name (cf. the church is not a museum of saints, but 
a hospital for sinners). He rules over them; they live under His authority. It is a gathering of 
sinners in need of a process of correction, self-discipline, and church discipline. Every local 
church of people who follow the good shepherd is His church manifested in a specific location 
functioning under the discipling nurture of spiritual rulers (regarding elders, there is 
amplification of Mat 18 in the Book of Acts and the Pastoral Epistles). Third, discipleship 
involves not being mute but speaking up for Christ who continues to train disciples by 
questioning us, and prompting a confession of faith from us. Fourth, Matthew 16 and 18 are like 
a pendulum that swings from Peter on one side to the church on the other side. This brings us to 
the great divide between Rome and the Reformation. We have to think carefully about both Peter 
and the church in these contexts because we do not have reference to Peter per se or to the 
church (all members, men, women, and children) per se.  
 These observations open the door to the theme for this message, which is “Building the 
Church on Peter.” Outline: building the church on Peter means that Peter is rock as foundation, 
he is rock as apostle with the apostles, and he is rock with the apostles with authority.  
 
1A. Peter is rock as foundation 
 We do not want to minimize the fact that when Jesus answered Peter, He in fact stated 
that He would build His church on Peter:    

He said to them, "But who do you say that I am?" 16 Simon Peter replied, "You are the Christ, the Son of the 
living God." 17 And Jesus answered him, "Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not 
revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven. 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. 19 I will give you the keys of the kingdom of 
heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be 
loosed in heaven." 20 Then he strictly charged the disciples to tell no one that he was the Christ (16.15-20). 

Peter identified Jesus correctly: He is Messiah, Son of God and Son of Man, the incarnate 
redeemer of God’s elect who receives universal rule and Sabbath kingship from the Ancient of 
days of Daniel 7.  In response, Jesus identified Peter: “I will now tell you who you are, you are 
Peter, that is, rock, and upon this rock I will build my church.” It seems simple enough to note 
the second person, “you” in the flow of thought to confirm that Peter is the rock on which Jesus 
builds: Jesus answered him, blessed are you, the Father revealed my identity to you, I tell you, 
you are, I will give you the keys, whatever you bind, and whatever you loose (vs. 17-19). 
 Thus, Peter is the rock upon which Jesus promises to build the church. That is a clear fact 
that remains unchanged by the play in the wording between Peter’s name and the word rock in 
verse 18. Literally, Peter’s name means little rock and the word “rock” in the phrase, “upon this 
rock,” refers to the massive foundation rock that becomes, for example, the foundation of a 
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house (cf. Mat. 7.24). Thus, the Lord is saying, “you are rock, and upon you as massive 
foundation rock, I will build my church.” Peter is the foundation rock of the church. In effect, the 
Lord poured a great deal of meaning into Peter’s identity, not by giving him a new name, but by 
filling out his name, giving it a richer and deeper meaning. “On you, Peter, as little rock become 
massive rock, I will build my church.” 
 Now we need to determine the sense in which Peter is the foundation rock of the church, 
which takes us to the next point.  

 
2A. Peter is rock as apostle with the apostles 

A number of indications make it clear that Peter is the foundation of the church in the 
capacity of an apostle confessing Christ. In this context, Jesus says, “Because you have 
confessed me as the Christ, you are Peter, that is, rock, massive foundation rock.” Surely, it is 
right for us to connect Peter’s confession with his place as foundation. Moreover, it is surely 
right to connect his confession and his place as foundation with the special commission Jesus 
gave to Peter and all the apostles to bear witness to Him. After all, Jesus spoke to all the 
disciples when He said, “Who do you say that I am?” He spoke to all, and Peter answered (He said 
to them, "But who do you say that I am?" 16 Simon Peter replied, "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.").  We 
have every reason to believe that Peter spoke on behalf of the others; he confesses their joint 
confession.  

Furthermore, if we look elsewhere in the NT, we learn that Jesus commissioned the 
apostles, not just Peter, to do a unique work by the enabling of the Spirit: 

These things I have spoken to you while I am still with you. 26 But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father 
will send in my name, he will teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you (Jn 
14.25-26). 

 
But when the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth, who proceeds from 
the Father, he will bear witness about me. 27 And you also will bear witness, because you have been with me 
from the beginning (Jn 15.26-27). 

 
When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own authority, 
but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. 14 He will glorify 
me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you (Jn 16.13-14).  

Accordingly, Paul plainly identifies the apostles (with the prophets) as the foundation of the 
church, and they are such because they give divine revelation. He says that the church is built on 
the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone (Eph 2.20). Paul further 
says that they are stewards of what is now revealed unto his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit (Eph 
3.5).  
 Therefore, Peter is the rock of the church as part of the apostolic foundation, which refers 
to the confession of Christ that takes the form of divine revelation regarding the “now” of 
kingdom fulfillment. By the enabling of the Spirit, they remember, and by His enabling, they 
bear witness to what they saw and heard. To build on Peter is to build on a Spirit enabled 
testimony about Jesus Messiah by all the apostles. The work of the Spirit in all this signals our 
next point, namely, that Peter is foundation rock with the apostles with special authority.  
 
3A. Peter is foundation rock with the apostles with authority 

By the Spirit, Jesus reveals what Peter and the others confess concerning His 
accomplishments in the history of redemption bringing in the age of fulfillment (Eph 3.20; Jn 14-
16). Thus, uniquely, the word of the apostles is the very word of God, both in its oral form and in 
its written form: So then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the traditions that you were taught by us, either by our 
spoken word or by our letter (2 Thess 2.15). In contrast to Pharisaic traditions, apostolic traditions 
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bring the church family under obligation to God. Apostolic tradition is God’s word to the church: 
And we also thank God constantly for this, that when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you 
accepted it not as the word of men but as what it really is, the word of God, which is at work in you believers (1 
Thess. 2.13). We must conclude that Peter and the other apostles have an unparalleled authority 
in the capacity of spokespersons; Jesus commissioned them to represent Him in a testimony they 
give in both preaching and writing. Peter is not alone in the possession of remarkable authority. 
This means that Jesus gave all the apostles as massive foundation rock to the church in their 
confession of Him. Ultimately, this means that Jesus gave the NT canon as the foundation of the 
church for the time between His comings (this part of the story merits treatment all its own some 
of which we will give in the NT introduction that will start in a few weeks).   

Interestingly, on this issue of authority, Matthew gives some difficult, but in the end, 
helpful insights into the authoritative apostolic foundation made up of Peter and the apostles. He 
does this by recording the words of Jesus about the keys to the kingdom. Difficulty enters the 
picture here when we try to flesh out what the keys involve for the apostles in relation to what 
they involve for us. We have to tackle this relationship eventually because Jesus gives the keys 
of the kingdom to Peter (but not Peter alone) on one side (Mat 16.19), and He gives the keys to 
the church (in her representatives or spiritual rulers) on the other side (Mat 18.18). We will treat 
the church side of this equation more fully (the “for us” part) when we get to Matthew 18. 
 For now, let us look a closer at Matthew 16. Jesus controls the keys of the kingdom; He 
gives them to Peter and to the church. What then are the keys? They include two basic things. 
 1) The keys include authority to teach, to confess Christ, and to testify with divine 
authority regarding the person and work of Christ. The apostles are foundation in their witness, 
giving the very word of God to the church.  
 2) The keys also include the power of rule in the church to admit people into it or exclude 
them from its membership. Accordingly, the risen Lord gave the apostles the power to forgive or 
withhold forgiveness (If you forgive the sins of anyone, they are forgiven; if you withhold forgiveness from 
anyone, it is withheld, Jn 20.23). A key opens an entryway; it opens a door, and thus those possessing 
the key have the power to bar entry through the door it unlocks. 
 Jesus had this authority for only God can forgive sins. He delegated it to His apostles; 
this puts teeth into apostolic authority. Of course, the apostles did their work in subjection to 
Him with accountability to His mandate. Moreover, it is an authority tied to the fact that they are 
foundation rock for the church. They have the right and responsibility to decide who can enter 
the kingdom and share in its blessings. Ridderbos puts it this way, “The holder and administrator 
of the keys grants forgiveness of sins, eternal life, and entry into the Christian church” (Matthew 
305). He notes that “binding and loosing,” means to forbid and permit, to pronounce judgment 
and absolve from judgment. We can see that meaning when we compare Matthew 16.19 with 
John 20.23 (“whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed 
in heaven” with “If you forgive the sins of anyone, they are forgiven; if you withhold forgiveness from anyone, it is 
withheld”).  Thus, they gave God’s word regarding life and death, eternal life and eternal death! 
 As the apostles followed the word of Christ, what they bound or loosed on earth is what 
God binds or loosens in heaven. Apostolic action did not control God’s judgment, but it did 
actually reflect on earth what was in heaven. The apostles had the power to admit people into the 
church and to supervise the church by their teaching. They had this power by the appointment of 
Christ, and they exercised it by the enabling of the Spirit.  
 
Conclusions 
 1) Matthew 16.13-20 is a great divide  
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 This passage presents the great divide between Rome and the Reformation. It tells us that 
the distance between Catholicism and Protestantism on the matter of authority is an 
unsurpassable gulf. The view that says the church has divine authority cannot be farther away 
from the view that says the church rests on divine authority. The first is Rome and the last is the 
Reformation. 
 2) Peter and the other apostles are the rock on which Jesus builds 
 Notice that we grant that Peter is the foundation of the church, but not as the first pope. 
He is foundation with the apostles as they give the very word of God on which Jesus builds His 
church. However, Rome claims that Peter is foundation in an exclusive sense. To this point, we 
note that Peter functions as foundation and holds the keys of the kingdom, not alone, but with the 
other apostles.  
 3) Apostolic authority is non-transferable  
 The Roman Catholic view rests on the idea of apostolic succession, which claims that the 
divine authority of Peter transfers to the leaders of the church to the end of the age. In response 
to this point, we must make the simple observation that a foundation is not transferable. You do 
not lay a foundation for a building, then, begin to put the superstructure upon it, and then, after 
you get so far into the process, lay the foundation again. You do not put a foundation above one 
of the floors of the house. Once the building process begins, you do not remove the foundation in 
order to re-lay it. Apostolic succession is a contradiction of terms because foundations are non-
transferable. Ridderbos gives the following summary,  

It is indeed clear that Peter and the other apostles were given a unique and intransmissible 
position as to their importance in being the foundation. This is naturally implied in the 
characterization of rock (foundation). This is why the historical question of the successio 
apostolica can be disregarded. The position of a foundation is in the nature of the case 
intransmissible (Coming 363).  

Furthermore, the notion of apostolic succession contradicts the undeniable fact that an apostle 
must be an eyewitness of the resurrected Messiah. This is the most important requirement of an 
apostle, and it crushes the idea of apostolic succession.   
 4) Therefore, we must make the important distinction between the apostolic and the post-
apostolic authority in a balanced way. 
 On one hand, in the post-apostolic church, no one speaks the very words of God to the 
church, neither the Roman pope nor a charismatic Protestant “pope.” Why is that the case? It is 
the case because Jesus builds His church on the eyewitness testimony of Peter with the other 
apostles. On the other hand, in the post-apostolic church, no single person or group of persons 
(neither pope nor majesterium) gives an infallible, inspired, authoritative, and final interpretation 
of the Scriptures. Why is this so? It is so because such interpretation fails to distinguish all work 
of interpretation in the post-apostolic church from the apostolic foundation itself. Moreover, this 
blurring of interpretation with foundation is the leaven of the Pharisees that we are to avoid with 
passion.  
 5) Finally, we must affirm with the reformers that the Church is our mother. They 
expressed this strongly by saying, “you cannot claim God as your Father unless the church is 
your mother.” Without unpacking all they meant by this expression, a basic idea here is that the 
means of grace are of paramount importance in reformed theology. At the center, we should 
remember that the reformers emphasized preaching and prayer as vital means of grace that serve 
as marks of the true church. A bottom line implication is that preaching and listening to 
preaching ought to be at the heart of the post-apostolic church. In turn, this involves all believer-
priests in a dialogue with the church over the centuries. This means that our church as a local 
expression of the church Jesus builds on Peter ought to engage in dialogue with Christians past 
and present in a hearty commitment to learn the Scriptures God gave us as our foundation until 
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Jesus returns. We need to study but not in isolation from one another, but in constant 
conversation and dialogue; we are to speak the truth to one another with love (Eph 4.15: Rather, 
speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the head, into Christ). This is for healthy 
growth as believers (avoiding remnant autonomy). We should engage this way because we are 
members one of another (Eph 4.25). Our joint work in giving pastoral teaching and receiving it must 
have its primary focus on the apostolic foundation. Pastors must preach the word so that we all 
grow in understanding of the pattern of sound words. Pastors must exercise great care to handle 
the word accurately with due recognition of the fact that they are not little popes.  
 Thus, we have to approach differences and doctrinal error with balance. We may be 
mistaken in part or the whole on some issue on the table. Things need to be on the table; we 
cannot live in isolation from one another and maintain a healthy Christian walk. We must trust 
the Lord and diligently move forward in the right direction. We must exercise critical thinking 
with abounding love. We need a great deal of open-minded humility to avoid the corrupting 
leaven of the Pharisees in our own thinking. We must fall down at the feet of our Savior and say, 
“Lord Jesus, teach us your word and your will that we may walk uprightly before you in family 
love.” We must accent the word of God and prayer in the ministry, and we must accent the word 
of God and prayer in the Christian life.  
 In the end, Peter as rock means that the church consists of sinner-disciples who dialogue 
with one another in earnest and prayerful pursuit of the word of God in order to live by it for the 
glory of our Savior and Sabbath king. 
 

May we fall down at the feet of Christ in praise praying always for better understanding of His 
word that we may know Him better; may we thus live by every word that proceeds from the mouth 
of God to the glory of the great God and our Savior, Jesus Messiah.  


