A Master Like No Other #9

“So Close, Yet…”

Matthew 16:13-28

A pollster was stopping people on the street, asking them if they knew the meaning of Easter.  He stopped a group of three teenage girls and posed the question to them.  The first responded, “Isn’t that where families get together and exchange gifts and stuff?”

“No, no,” the pollster replied, stifling a chuckle.  “That’s Christmas.”


The second spoke up, “Easter—that’s when people have big dinners with turkey and stuffing and cranberry sauce.”


“No,” the pollster said, shaking his head, “that’s Thanksgiving.”


“Oh, I know!” the third exclaimed.  “Easter is when Jesus died on the cross, and they buried Him, and on the third day…”


The pollster cut her off.  “Listen, you two,” he said to the others, “she knows the real meaning of Easter.”  Turning to the third girl, he went on, “Go ahead.”

“Well, on the third day Jesus came out of the tomb, but He saw His shadow, and that’s why there’s six more weeks of winter!”

So close, yet…so far off!

As we resume our study of the life and ministry of our Lord Jesus Christ, we have come to an important event that was in many ways a turning point. We will see how one of His disciples came so close to comprehending the truth about who Jesus was and why He came, yet in the next moment displays that his knowledge was limited and, in fact, quite far off.

Matthew 16:13 records that Jesus and His disciples were “in the region of Caesarea Philippi.” This was situated about twenty-five miles north of the Sea of Galilee at the foot of Mount Hermon, which was largely pagan territory.
 The area of Caesarea Philippi was first known about 200 bc by the name Panion, meaning “sanctuary of Pan,” a pagan god associated with fields and herds. In 23 bc Caesar Augustus assigned the area to Herod the Great to rule for the Romans, and Herod’s son, Philip, took control of the region after his father’s death. Philip constructed an administrative capitol building at Panion and changed the name to Caesarea Philippi, honoring both Caesar and himself.  There is no record of any civilian habitation at the time, so Caesarea Philippi was an administrative center and not yet a city during Jesus’ lifetime. The Gospel accounts carefully observe this fact, recording that Jesus and the disciples frequented “the region of Caesarea Philippi.”

As previously noted, Jesus took the Twelve north of Galilee into Gentile territory in order to escape the crowds, so He could prepare them (and Himself) for the upcoming events in Jerusalem culminating in His crucifixion and resurrection.

A Significant Realization

In this setting the disciples come to a significant realization. Jesus, ever the Teacher, asks two questions—one broad question and one specific question. The first is this: “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” Here Jesus is asking the disciples how the general public viewed Him. 

They replied, “Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” Some—notably Herod Antipas—thought the Jesus was John the Baptist raised from the dead. (Of course, this begs the question, “Who was Jesus before John the Baptist was killed?”) Some thought of Jesus as Elijah, the promised forerunner of the Messiah. They could not accept Jesus as the Messiah—He just didn’t fit their preconceived ideas well enough—but maybe He would usher in the real Messiah, who would be the military/political leader they longed for. Others, they reported, thought of Jesus as Jeremiah or one of the prophets. 

I must admit, I am surprised to see the name of Jeremiah listed here. We usually think of Isaiah or Daniel or Jonah when we think of Old Testament prophets…but Jeremiah? Perhaps because Jeremiah was the weeping prophet whose tender heart was broken at the sight of the decay of the nation, and this attitude was certainly seen in Jesus, the Man of sorrows.
 Jesus, like Jeremiah, must have seemed to many like a prophet of doom because of his negative prognosis for Israel.

The best reason for this identification, though, may be found in the apocrypha, a number of books written between the Old and New Testaments that were popular among the Jews, but not held with the same respect as Scripture. During the intertestamental period Jeremiah developed into a curious place in the expectations of the people of Israel. It was believed that, before the people went into exile, Jeremiah had taken the ark of the covenant and the altar of incense out of the Temple, and hidden them away in a lonely cave on Mount Nebo; and that, before the coming of the Messiah, he would return and produce them, and the glory of God would come to the people again (﻿2 Maccabees 2:1–12﻿). Also, ﻿in 2 Esdras 2:18﻿ the promise of God is: “﻿For your help I will send my servants Isaiah and Jeremiah.﻿” Furthermore, Jeremiah appears in a legend of the days of the Maccabaean wars. Judas Maccabaeus, before an important battle, saw a vision of “a man who loves the brethren and prays much for the people and the holy city, Jeremiah, the prophet of God” (2 Maccabees 15:14) In the vision Jeremiah gave him a golden sword.

The bottom line in all of this is that the people in general believed Jesus was a good man—even a great man—but something less than the promised Messiah of God. This is still a popular conclusion about Jesus—that He is a good teacher, a great example, but most are not willing to accept Him as the Son of God. This is not an option available, though, as C. S. Lewis points out, 

I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: ‘I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.’ That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronising nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.

In our text, Jesus moves on to a second question: “But what about you?” he asked. “Who do you say I am?” In the original Greek, the “you” is plural in verse 15, meaning that Jesus is asking the question to the whole group.
 He moves from the broad, general question to the specific, personal question that each person must answer for themselves. As Warren Wiersbe points out, 
One thing is clear: We can never make a true decision about Jesus Christ by taking a poll of the people. (But some people do get their “spiritual knowledge” this way!) The important thing is not what others say, but what do you and I personally say? The decisions of the crowd (wrong or right) can never substitute for personal decisions.
 

Peer pressure is a powerful force, and perhaps Jesus wanted to know if His close followers had been sucked into the tide of public opinion. Peter, perhaps speaking for the group or responding on his own, stated emphatically, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Peter was not afraid to declare that Jesus was indeed this long-awaited, ultimate king of Israel. But he didn’t stop there. He went on to affirm another truth about Jesus: “the Son of the living God.” In the Hebrew vernacular, to be a “son” was to share all of the father’s qualities in common and to inherit the father’s privileges and power. No one dared call himself a son of God, or he would be guilty of blasphemy. Only someone having God’s divine qualities and powers, and possessing God’s ruling authority, could call himself “the Son of God.” And for Peter to give Jesus this title meant that Jesus was worthy not only of respect as a great man, but of worship as God Himself.
 Peter declared that Jesus was not one among many—He was someone set apart from all others.

It is unlikely that this is the first occasion on which the apostles thought of Jesus as Messiah; some such idea was surely in their minds from the beginning, and it was because they saw Jesus in this capacity that they left their homes and followed him. But as they lived and worked with him, their understanding of “Messiah” enlarged. Here Peter could not have ascribed a higher place to him. His words bring out the essential being of our Lord in the most comprehensive expression in the Gospels.

Before moving on from this significant realization, I want to make it personal. As William Barclay writes,

Our knowledge of Jesus must never be at second hand. A man might know every verdict ever passed on Jesus; he might know every Christology that the mind of man had ever thought out; he might be able to give a competent summary of the teaching about Jesus of every great thinker and theologian—and still not be a Christian. Christianity never consists in knowing about Jesus; it always consists in knowing Jesus. Jesus Christ demands a personal verdict. He did not ask only Peter, he asks every man: “﻿You—what do you think of me?﻿”

It is a question we must all answer individually…and our eternal destiny rides on our answer to it.

Jesus was pleased with Peter’s response. His words are recorded in verses 17-19,

“Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven. And I tell you that you are Peter,﻿ and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades﻿ will not overcome it.﻿ I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be﻿ bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”

It is important to realize that this knowledge is not due to human cleverness or even profound spiritual insight. Jesus says that it is the product of divine revelation.
 As Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 2:14, “The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot under-stand them, because they are spiritually discerned.” This is why it is so important that we rely on the guidance of the Holy Spirit in our understanding of His Word.

Then Jesus makes several statements, all of which have been hotly debated by scholars for centuries. In the interest of time I will not go into all of the possible ways of interpreting them, but rather share what seems to best fit the context of this text and of Scripture as a whole.

Verse 18 begins, “And I tell you that you are Peter,﻿ and on this rock I will build my church…” You may remember that “Peter” was the name Jesus gave to Simon on their first meeting, and that it carries the connotation of “rock.” So in this verse Jesus uses a play on words: “You are rock, and on this rock…” And so many conclude that Peter is the rock on which the church would be built. Within the Roman Catholic tradition this passage has been used to support the infallibility of the pope as Peter’s successor. Peter and other New Testament writers don’t sustain this view. Peter was one among a number who were leaders in the first generation of the church.
 

What is not apparent in English is that two distinct Greek words are used here. The first is petros, a masculine term meaning “stone,” while the second is petra, a feminine word meaning “boulder.” Jesus said literally, “You are Petros, and on this petra I will build my church.” Some have taught that this means Jesus built His Church on Peter. No, had that been the case, He would have said, “… upon this Petros—on you, Peter,” but He didn’t. Jesus built His Church on the rocklike truth Peter had just uttered.
 From the earliest times it has been recognized that Peter’s faith is important for an understanding of the passage. Thus ﻿John Chrysostom﻿ cites the words “upon this rock will I build my Church” and immediately goes on, “that is, on the faith of his confession.” Any interpretation that minimizes the importance of the faith that found expression in Peter’s words is to be rejected.
 ﻿This is why new members are made to make this same confession upon being baptized or joining the church. This statement of faith in who Jesus Christ is forms the foundation for everything else.

This is the first occurrence of “church” in the New Testament. It is the Greek word ekklesia, literally meaning is “a called-out assembly.” The word is used 114 times in the New Testament and in 90 of these references, a local church (assembly) is in view. However, in this first use of ekklesia, it seems likely that Jesus had the whole church in mind. He was not just building a local assembly, but a universal church composed of all who make the same confession of faith that Peter made.

Jesus states that He will build His church (the personal and possessive pronouns are significant—the church is built by Him and belongs to Him). Recently is has become fashionable for Christians to verbally trash the church, complaining that it is weak, irrelevant, splintered into many groups, powerless, unspiritual, or hypocritical. Some times churches and church leaders provide ample ammunition for such attacks! Yet for all its weaknesses and faults, the church is God’s idea, not man’s. It is the building of Christ Himself. Christ is the cornerstone upon which both the foundation and the building are constructed. He is head over all things to the Church. The Church stands sure and triumphant upon the Cornerstone—Christ Jesus.

Therefore membership in the family of God is neither inconsequential nor something to be casually ignored. The church is God’s agenda for the world. The church is indestructible and will exist for eternity. It will outlive this universe, and so will your role in it. The person who says, “I don’t need the church,” is either arrogant or ignorant. The church is so significant that Jesus died on the cross for it. The Bible calls the church “the bride of Christ” and “the body of Christ.” I can’t imagine saying to Jesus, “I love you, but I dislike your wife.” Or “I accept you, but I reject your body.” But we do this whenever we dismiss or demean or complain about the church. Instead, God commands us to love the church as much as Jesus does. Sadly, many Christians use the church but don’t love it.

When Jesus said “I will build My church,” He gave the strongest possible guarantee of the church’s ultimate success. If it were left only to the people of God, the building would have crumbled long ago. Church history is filled with proof of human failure, worldly corruption, unfaithfulness, doctrinal deviation, compromise, and weakness. Yet the Lord still builds the church. No matter what the church appears to be on the outside, there is at the core of it a body that Christ Himself is building—made of God’s elect—and it grows strong and faithful. Even in the bleakest times, there is always “a remnant according to God’s gracious choice” (Rom. 11:5).

Jesus goes on to say, “the gates of Hades will not overpower it.” Whether we can understand all the detailed imagery or not, it is clear that Jesus is giving his followers the assurance that nothing in this world or the next can overthrow the church.
﻿

Then Jesus goes on to say, “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be﻿ bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” This passage too, is one of the most controversial in the Bible. Just what Jesus meant has been questioned for centuries.
 The rabbis of Jesus’ day used the words “binding” and “loosening” to refer to their permitting or forbidding certain practices, and some believe this is what Jesus meant.
 But I agree with those who see the binding and loosing is a reference to the distribution of the gospel.
 Peter was given the keys of the kingdom, which he would later use—historically speaking—to admit first the Jews, then the Samaritans, and then the Gentiles into the kingdom of God.
 John MacArthur concludes,
The keys of the Kingdom are a sacred trust from Christ to His church. Those keys symbolize custody of the very entrance to the Kingdom. He has placed the church in the world and commanded us to preach the gospel so that we can stand as a beacon to point the way to that Kingdom. If we compromise His Word or camouflage the gospel, we cease to be that beacon, and we forfeit the only authority we have to use the keys of the Kingdom.

Jesus commissioned the Church—and that’s us—to take the good news of Him to the lost world. Whether we like it or not, that is the only way people will be allowed into the kingdom. We must take this responsibility very seriously.

A Stinging Rebuke

I can’t imagine how these words of Jesus must have made Peter feel! Nor how shocked he must have been at what transpired next…

From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things at the hands of the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life.

Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. “Never, Lord!” he said. “This shall never happen to you!” 

Jesus turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.”

What a shocking rebuke! To go from, “Attaboy, Peter! You’re in touch with the Father, receiving divine revelation from Him!” to “Get behind me, Satan!” is about as extreme opposites as one can get! How did he get here from there? So close, yet…

Once He confirmed that the disciples had a grasp on who He was, Jesus began to reveal the path He must take. And it was not well received. For the Jews in general, and presumably for the Twelve up to this point, being Messiah meant unadulterated glory. They thought glory; He taught gory. 

But this is not the end; on the third day Jesus will be raised. The verb is one regularly used for being raised from the dead, and the passive is important. Jesus does not say that He will rise, but that He will be raised, that is, the Father will raise Him. Jesus simply makes the statement and does not elaborate, and apparently the disciples did not take it in; their attention was concentrated on the suffering and death, which they could not fit into their understanding of what it means to be the Messiah.

Peter listened aghast and then exploded. “Never, Lord! This will never happen to you!” He would have been familiar with the figure of the Son of Man in Daniel 7, who was given “authority, glory and sovereign power” so that all nations would worship him. How then could the Son of Man suffer? To him it was a contradiction in terms.

How typical of Peter! As one author writes,
Today, Peter would be considered the consummate type “A” personality in the areas of both weaknesses and strengths. His leadership of the other disciples from the beginning was legitimized by his initiating temperament and the Lord’s own encouragement. His bull-headedness, however, often earned him rebuke and correction.
  
Rebuke and correction was what Jesus gave him, too! Peter was brash enough to rebuke Jesus, and Jesus now rebuked Peter. “Get behind me, Satan!” he said. The same Peter who had received a divine revelation had now become an object of Satanic deception.
 Literally the second phrase is, “You are a stumbling block to Me!” Peter the “stone” who had just been blessed by Jesus became Peter the stumbling block who was not a blessing to Jesus!

But why did Jesus refer to Peter as “Satan”? Because Peter was unwittingly doing the same thing Satan tried to do in the wilderness—urging Jesus to act on His own apart from the Father. Jesus had only one purpose—to do the Father’s will.
 Anything that gets in the way of doing the Father’s will is from Satan—even if it is a legitimate alternative.

A Startling Revelation

If this was not enough, Jesus goes on to deliver a startling revelation in verses 24-28,

Then Jesus said to his disciples, “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life﻿ will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it. What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul? For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with his angels, and then he will reward each person according to what he has done. I tell you the truth, some who are standing here will not taste death before they see the Son of Man coming in his kingdom.”
Jesus brings out the truth that he is looking for the utmost in self-denial by saying that the disciple must “take up his cross.”﻿ We minimize the force of this with sayings like, “we all have our cross to bear.” Jesus was not talking about minor discomforts. Those who heard him utter these words knew what taking up a cross meant; they knew that it was the prelude to that person’s crucifixion. Jesus was speaking about a death to a whole way of life; he was talking about the utmost in self-sacrifice, a very death to selfishness and all forms of self-seeking. We should not miss the force of “his cross”: there is a cross for every servant of God. And when we come to follow, we should not miss the present imperative: “let him keep on following me.” Jesus is talking about a discipleship that is a whole way of life.﻿ Taking up a cross is not something that can be done once and for all and gotten out of the way. Luke quotes Jesus as saying, “take up his cross daily,” in Luke 9:23.

If we are to be Christian—meaning “Christ-like”—then we must expect to share in His sufferings before we share in His glory. Let’s not make the same mistake Peter did by misunderstanding Jesus’ mission…and our own.

We will close this morning with a familiar hymn, “Onward, Christian Soldiers.” One of the interesting verses not found in most hymnals shows the author’s confidence for the endurance of the Church, based on such Scriptural promises as our text today: 

Crowns and throne may perish, kingdoms rise and wane, 

But the Church of Jesus constant will remain; 

Gates of hell can never ‘gainst that Church prevail; 

We have Christ’s own promise, and that cannot fail.

In a very short period of time, Peter went from the highest praise to the strongest rebuke. Yet this same Peter—who would stumble and fall again and again—was the very one through whom three thousand Jews accepted Jesus as their Messiah on the Day of Pentecost, scores of Samaritans were welcomed into the body of Christ, and the first Gentile convert was saved, opening the floodgates to those who were considered outside the grace of God! We need not be flawless to be used by God…just faithful.
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