BUILT ON THE ROCK . . . BUT WHICH ONE?

Matthew 16:18
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Verse 18 of the Gospel text is probably one of the most debated sayings of Jesus in the history of Christendom. Translated literally, the verse reads: Jesus said, “And I also say to you, that you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church, and Hades' gates will not win the victory over it.”


For centuries, the church of Rome has used this verse as support for their understanding of the primacy of Peter and his successors as the Popes of the Catholic Church. Opposing that viewpoint are theologians of the Reformation tradition who have refuted the Catholic exegesis of this passage as unjustifiable of such an understanding, because it is too narrow. 


As most of you probably know, there is a play on words by Jesus here. Jesus renames Simon to be “Peter,” and uses the Greek word “petros.” That form is masculine and is translated simply as “rock.” Then, Jesus goes on to say that upon this “rock” He will build his church. The word used by Jesus there is “petra,” which is the feminine form of the same noun as above, and again is translated simply as “rock.” The Catholic Church does not distinguish between the two words, whereas the Reformation theologians state that the second usage cannot refer to Peter, but to Peter's confession of Jesus, citing the change in gender of the noun. 


I know, sometimes these discussions and disagreements might seem so trivial. What does it matter, you might be thinking? Well, according to the Catholic Church and its exegesis of this passage, the universal church must subject itself to the Pope's authority, and if any church does not, the Catholic Church states that that church is not part of Christendom. To be a bit facetious, them's fightin' words.  


Well, what or who exactly is Jesus referring to here, the man Peter or his confession? If Jesus was singling out Peter from among the other apostles as THE person upon which He would build his church, He might have said, “You are Peter, and upon YOU I will build my church.” Or He could have used the same Greek word and form twice, and all this confusion and haggling could have been avoided. 


In all honesty, there is good reason to ponder Peter as someone to hold up as the foundation of Christ's church. Just a couple Sundays ago, we heard how he was cowering in a boat and questioning if Jesus was who He said He was. The very next action Peter will take after this account is to argue with Jesus about his coming crucifixion, at which Jesus rebukes Him by saying, “Get behind me, Satan!” And we can never forget his betrayal of Jesus in the courtyard, after He swore to die with Jesus rather than fall away from Him. Remember how he doubted the women's proclamation of the empty tomb on Easter morn? 


Yet we dare not dissociate Peter's great confession of Christ from the historical person who spoke these words of faith. Jesus does not say that He will build the church only upon Peter's confession, as if to make sure that Peter is not associated in any way with what He just confessed. Jesus did say it was divinely revealed. And it's important to note that when Jesus asked “Who do you say that I am?” He was using the plural “you,” thus asking all of them what they thought. Therefore, we rightly gather that Peter's confession is in fact the other apostles' confession as well.


After Jesus' Great Commission and ascension, Peter does come to prominence in the early church. At Pentecost it is Peter who stood up and gave the explanation of the speaking in tongues by the apostles. Peter goes on to become the bishop of the Jerusalem church. St. Paul confirms in his letter to the Galatians that Peter was held up as one of the pillars of the church. 


Therefore, to be true to the text, we need to seek a middle ground, so to speak. While we as Lutherans do not subscribe to the Catholic understanding of Peter as the first Pope, and rightly so, I might add; we also do not downplay that it was Peter who spoke this bold and mighty confession of Christ. For this confession is a necessary confession of the Christian faith. 


When you confess Jesus as the Christ, you have said a mouthful. Not only are you confessing Jesus truly is the Anointed One, the Messiah that was predicted by the prophets of the Old Testament, but you are also confessing that this man, Jesus, is the one who has come to carry out the mission of God's Christ. That mission includes being “bruised for our transgressions and crushed for our iniquities.” The Christ will bear our punishment and by his stripes we shall be healed. He shall be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, the Prince of Peace. He is the Lord our righteousness. 


But much more, by your confession of Jesus as the Christ, you are agreeing that His mission is because of you. And here, things get quite uncomfortable. The reason the Christ must suffer many things and be killed is you and me. If it weren't for our sin, for all sin, the Christ could have skipped that whole Good Friday ordeal. 


But no, you and I have sinned. We have sinned in thoughts, words, and deeds. We have not loved our neighbors, though we love ourselves. We have not lived this week, nor any other week, according to God's standards of living. We have sought our own way instead of God's good and gracious will. We have earned the wages of our sin by being rebellious and proud. We are dead in our trespasses and sins. We have accumulated a massive debt. The time has to come to pay up!


Yet we cannot. Nor will we ever be able. This, then, is the mission of the Christ, who is sent from God, to pay our debts. All our debts are cast upon Him and He pays them in full with his sinless life and his vicarious atonement on the cross. He becomes the guilty one in our place and serves as God's sacrificial Lamb. He is the scapegoat, upon whom all our transgressions are cast, and He is sent into the wilderness to die. The Christ, whom we confess, has bore our sin and becomes our Savior. 


We confess this foundational tenet of the Christian faith, the faith delivered to the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus being the cornerstone. This confession of Peter's, which has become our confession, is the rock upon which the whole Christian church is built, and will stand or fall. It separates Christianity from every other religion of the world. Only the Christ suffers for the world's sins. Only the Christ dies in the world's place. Only the Christ rises from the dead, thereby conquering the grave and the power of sin and death. 


If the church gets this wrong, it runs the risk of skewing every other doctrine as well. But when the church has it right, the foundation and the church secure as well. 


Not only upon Peter's confession do we stand, but upon the other apostles' confession and teachings as well. Those teachings have their basis in Christ's revelation of the Father. The Spirit brought to the apostles' minds all that Jesus taught, and the Spirit brings to our mind the same truths,  recorded in God's Word, which is the record of what the apostles and prophets taught. 


Hence, the church speaks what it hears from the apostles, who heard it from the Spirit, who  heard it from Jesus as He revealed the Father. Thus, our confession is an echo in time of Peter's Christological confession. In an unbroken chain, we are linked to the saints who have confessed before us, and we are linked to the saints who shall come after us, as they too confess this bold confession of Christ by Peter. 


This is one reasons why the Lutheran church is so firm in its stand on confessing the three Ecumenical Creeds of the church. The Creeds bind us together with the historic church, which down through the ages, has staunchly confessed the same Creeds, because these Creeds succinctly and correctly confess what God has revealed to us in His Word. 


All Christians, then, are of one family in one house, the house the Lord built. The church speaks the same Christological confession throughout time, with one united voice, thereby establishing and maintaining a fellowship that transcends time, generations, nations and languages. 


Wherever the church confesses Jesus as the Christ, the Son of the Living God, Jesus promises that there the true church shall be found. When Christ commissions the twelve before his ascension, He sends them out with the promise to be with them always. As they baptized and taught, Christ worked faith in sinners' hearts. As the church throughout the world baptizes and teaches, Christ works faith the same way. This is how God grows his church, through Word and Sacrament. 


After confirming Peter's confession as divine revelation, Jesus then promises that the gates of Hades shall not prevail against the church He shall build. With a few words, our Lord has issued a statement of fact that has become a promise of greatest comfort for the world-wide church of God as it exists throughout time. 


Jesus warns us that the church will be met with  resistance, coming from none other than Satan and the mighty realm of Hell. It should come as no surprise, then, that so few come to faith and that even after the church has worked extremely hard to spread the Good News, it is vehemently opposed. The forces of evil, headed by the eternal foe of God, the liar Satan, are bent on the church's destruction. The assembly of the church throughout the ages will be constantly assaulted by this powerful wickedness. As St. Paul reminds us, our battle is not against flesh and blood, though it seems like it sometimes, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.”


Along with that unsettling warning, though, Jesus issues a grand and comforting promise. Though the battle be fierce, the warfare long and the enemy powerful and innumerable, the church shall prevail. Satan and his forces shall not win. Satan's attempts to destroy the church shall come to naught. This is the Father's answer to the words of the Lord's Prayer, when we pray they He would deliver us from evil. That petition is always answered with a resounding yes in Christ. 


However, sad as it may be to say, these promises of Christ do not guarantee that every local congregation nor every denomination where the confession of Christ is boldly proclaimed will necessarily remain. Christ is here referring to the universal church, the “one holy and apostolic church” that we confess in the Nicene Creed. While individual congregations may close and while denominations may be corrupted by compromise and false doctrine, Christ's promise remains true that his bride, the one true, apostolic church of Christ, though small, hidden and persecuted, shall be victorious, because her bridegroom was victorious.


Jesus guarantees that His church shall be built upon the Christological confession of Peter, who is the Christological confessor representing the apostolic band, who represents the church of God in all places and times. Jesus guarantees that His church, the assembly of all those redeemed by His blood and called to faith through Word and Sacrament, shall be victorious over all forces allied against it, because Christ is the conqueror of all things. 


Lastly, Jesus promises that this true church shall be given the keys to the kingdom. This is the power of God to forgive and retain sins, the loosing and binding that Christ stipulates. Christ authorizes the apostles to forgive or retain sins because they are His mouthpieces, and in so doing, because the apostles are the pillars of the church, the church itself has the authorization to forgive or retain sins. 


The church then exercises this power by calling men into the office of the ministry. The pastor or pastors serve as the church's mouthpiece, speaking on behalf of Christ, in the announcing the absolution of sins for the penitent, or the retention of sins for the impenitent. When the pastor pronounces your sins forgiven, it is as if Christ himself were pronouncing your sins forgiven. Christ has commanded His absolution to be given freely to those who humbly confess their sins. What sweet comfort it is to hear those soul-freeing words of forgiveness!


All these promises of God announced through Christ rest on the rock solid foundation of Peter's confession of Jesus as the Christ. We, the church, carry on the work of the church, by confessing with Peter the words of the one true faith, that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God. Hence, we too, with Peter and the other apostles and prophets, and all the saints who have gone before us, are contributing to the building up of the church. Through our confession, the church goes on. Through us, the church is built up. This the church of God built on the rock, the rock of the apostles, prophets and saints, and the rock of the one true confession of Jesus as the Christ, the Son of the Living God. Amen. 

6

