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Matthew 16:13–20 

The Confession, the Rock, the Church, and the Keys 

1. Passage Orientation 
Matthew 16:13–20 is a hinge text in Matthew’s Gospel. Jesus asks the disciples what people 
are saying about him, then presses the question directly: 

“But who do you say that I am?” 

Peter answers: 

“You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 

That confession becomes the center of the passage. Jesus blesses Peter, names the Father as 
the source of this revelation, speaks of building his church, promises that the gates of Hades will 
not prevail against it, gives Peter the keys of the kingdom, and then commands the disciples not 
to tell anyone that he is the Christ. In the ESV, the passage begins with Jesus in the district of 
Caesarea Philippi and ends with his strict charge to silence. 

The passage is not merely about Peter. It is not merely about the church. It is not merely about 
authority. It is about the identity of Jesus and the people formed around the revealed confession 
of that identity. 

A working summary: 

Matthew 16:13–20 reveals Jesus as the Christ, the Son of the living God, whose 
identity is revealed by the Father, confessed by Peter, and becomes the foundation 
for the church Jesus builds and sends with kingdom authority. 

2. Literary Context in Matthew 

Before the Passage 
Matthew has been steadily building the question of Jesus’ identity. 

At Jesus’ baptism, the Father declares him to be the beloved Son. In the wilderness, the devil 
tests him with the repeated phrase, “If you are the Son of God.” The demons recognize him. 
The disciples worship him after he walks on the sea and say, “Truly you are the Son of God.” By 
Matthew 16, the question is no longer merely whispered by the narrative. Jesus asks it directly. 
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The immediate context also matters. Matthew 16 begins with Pharisees and Sadducees asking 
Jesus for a sign from heaven. Jesus rebukes them because they can interpret the sky but not 
“the signs of the times.” Then the disciples misunderstand Jesus’ warning about the leaven of 
the Pharisees and Sadducees. So Matthew 16:13–20 follows a section about misreading, 
misunderstanding, and failure to perceive. Peter’s confession stands out as a moment of 
revealed perception. 

After the Passage 
The very next verse, Matthew 16:21, says: 

“From that time Jesus began to show his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem 
and suffer many things…” 

This is crucial. Peter’s confession is true, but the disciples do not yet understand what kind of 
Christ Jesus is. Peter knows the title before he understands the way. That is why Jesus 
immediately commands silence in 16:20. A true title filled with false expectations becomes 
dangerous. 

Matthew places the confession and the passion prediction side by side. Jesus is the Christ, but 
he is the cruciform Christ. 

3. Setting: Caesarea Philippi 
Matthew says: 

“Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi…” 

Caesarea Philippi was located north of Galilee, near Mount Hermon. The region was associated 
with Gentile culture, imperial honor, and pagan worship. The older name Paneas/Banias reflects 
the area’s association with the worship of Pan. Herod Philip renamed or developed the city in 
connection with Caesar and himself, which means the setting carried political and religious 
weight. 

That background should be used with care. Some popular treatments overstate the setting by 
making every cave, rock face, and local shrine directly interpret the passage. Matthew does not 
explicitly mention Pan, a cave, or a specific shrine. Still, the general background is meaningful. 
In a region shaped by pagan worship and imperial claims, Jesus asks the question of his 
identity, and Peter confesses him as “the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 

In other words, the setting provides a vivid backdrop of competing claims: 

●​ Caesar has claims. 
●​ Pagan religion has claims. 
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●​ The crowds have opinions. 
●​ But Jesus presses the decisive question. 

The location does not control the interpretation, but it sharpens the moment. 

4. The Two Questions 

“Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” 
Greek: 

Τίνα λέγουσιν οἱ ἄνθρωποι εἶναι τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου; 

Matthew’s Greek wording begins with Jesus asking what “people” or “human beings” are saying 
about the Son of Man. The Greek text for Matthew 16:13 shows the question built around Τίνα 
λέγουσιν — “Who do they say?” — and τὸν υἱὸν τοῦ ἀνθρώπου, “the Son of Man.” 

“Son of Man” can sound like a modest title, but in Matthew it carries rich meaning. It can refer to 
Jesus’ humanity, but it also echoes Daniel 7, where “one like a son of man” receives dominion, 
glory, and a kingdom from the Ancient of Days. 

Jesus’ question is not a request for gossip. He is leading the disciples to discern the difference 
between public opinion and revealed confession. 

“But who do you say that I am?” 
Greek: 

Ὑμεῖς δὲ τίνα με λέγετε εἶναι; 

The Ὑμεῖς is plural and emphatic: “But you all, who do you say that I am?” 

This is not merely Peter’s private moment. Jesus asks the disciples as a group. Peter answers 
as representative spokesman. 

The movement is important: 

1.​ What do people say? 
2.​ What do you say? 

Discipleship cannot remain forever in the realm of observation, analysis, or borrowed opinion. 
Jesus presses for confession. 
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5. The Crowd’s Answers 
The disciples report: 

“Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and others Jeremiah or one of the 
prophets.” 

These are high opinions, but incomplete ones. 

John the Baptist 
Herod has already wondered whether Jesus is John raised from the dead. John was a prophet 
of repentance and kingdom announcement. Comparing Jesus to John recognizes prophetic 
authority but misses Jesus’ unique identity. 

Elijah 
Elijah was expected in some Jewish hopes to return before the day of the Lord. Malachi 4:5 
says: 

“Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the great and awesome day of the 
LORD comes.” 

So “Elijah” is not a random guess. It places Jesus in an eschatological prophetic category. 

Jeremiah 
Jeremiah is especially interesting. He was the suffering prophet who confronted Jerusalem, 
spoke judgment and hope, and embodied grief over God’s people. Jesus’ ministry has 
Jeremiah-like features: prophetic confrontation, lament over Jerusalem, conflict with leaders, 
and rejection. 

One of the Prophets 
This answer places Jesus within the great line of Israel’s messengers. 

All of these answers recognize something true. Jesus is prophetic. He speaks from God. He 
confronts. He announces the kingdom. He is not ordinary. 

But none of these answers are sufficient. The crowd’s answers are respectful but inadequate. 
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6. Peter’s Confession 
Peter answers: 

“You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 

Greek: 

Σὺ εἶ ὁ Χριστός, ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ θεοῦ τοῦ ζῶντος. 

The confession has two major parts. 

“The Christ” 
Χριστός means “Anointed One.” It corresponds to the Hebrew ַיח  .Messiah ,(mashiach) מָשִׁ

“Christ” is not Jesus’ last name. It is a royal and scriptural title. In Israel’s Scriptures, kings, 
priests, and sometimes prophets are anointed. In the developing hopes of Israel, “Messiah” 
became associated especially with God’s promised deliverer, often in connection with Davidic 
kingship. 

Important background texts include: 

2 Samuel 7 
God promises David a son and says: 

“I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son.” 

This connects Davidic kingship with divine sonship. 

Psalm 2 
Psalm 2 speaks of the LORD’s anointed king and includes the divine declaration: 

“You are my Son; today I have begotten you.” 

This is crucial for understanding how “Christ” and “Son of God” can belong together. 

Daniel 7 
The Son of Man receives kingdom authority. Jesus’ use of “Son of Man” and Peter’s confession 
of Jesus as Christ bring together royal, apocalyptic, and kingdom categories. 

Page 5 



Bible Nerd Guide // Way of Jesus 9 
Matthew 16:13-20 

Peter’s confession is true. But Matthew will immediately show that “Christ” must be defined by 
Jesus, not by Peter’s expectations. 

“The Son of the Living God” 
This phrase is dense. 

“Son of God” in Matthew can carry several layers: 

●​ Israel as God’s son. 
●​ The Davidic king as God’s son. 
●​ Jesus as the obedient Son who fulfills Israel’s calling. 
●​ Jesus as the uniquely beloved Son revealed by the Father. 
●​ Jesus as the divine Son who reveals the Father. 

The phrase “living God” intensifies the contrast with dead idols and false claims to ultimate 
authority. In Caesarea Philippi, surrounded by imperial and pagan associations, “the Son of the 
living God” is not merely a nice religious phrase. It is a claim that Jesus is uniquely related to the 
God who truly lives and reigns. 

Peter does not merely call Jesus important. He confesses him as Messiah-King and divine Son. 

7. “Flesh and Blood” and Revelation 
Jesus replies: 

“Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to 
you, but my Father who is in heaven.” 

Greek: 

Μακάριος εἶ, Σίμων Βὰρ Ἰωνᾶ… 

μακάριος means blessed, favored, or fortunate in the sense of receiving divine grace. 

“Bar-Jonah” is Aramaic-style: bar means “son of.” So Jesus addresses him as Simon son of 
Jonah/John. 

“Flesh and blood” is a Semitic way of speaking about ordinary human capacity or merely human 
origin. Peter did not reach this confession by unaided human reasoning. He has seen, listened, 
followed, and responded, but Jesus says the decisive unveiling came from the Father. 

The verb “revealed” is from: 
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ἀποκαλύπτω​
to reveal, uncover, disclose, unveil. 

This connects with Matthew 11:25–27, where Jesus says the Father reveals hidden things to 
“little children,” and no one knows the Son except the Father. 

So Peter’s confession is not mere religious opinion. It is response to divine revelation. 

8. Peter and the Rock 
Jesus says: 

“And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church…” 

Greek: 

σὺ εἶ Πέτρος​
“You are Peter” 

καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ​
“and on this rock” 

The wordplay is obvious. Πέτρος is Peter’s name. πέτρα is rock. 

Some older Protestant readings strongly separated Peter from the rock, often out of concern for 
later Roman Catholic claims. Some Roman Catholic readings strongly identify Peter personally 
with the rock and connect this to papal authority. The text itself requires a careful, integrated 
reading. 

A good reading must hold several things together: 

1.​ Jesus is clearly making wordplay with Peter’s name. 
2.​ Peter is being addressed directly. 
3.​ Peter’s confession is central to the whole scene. 
4.​ Jesus, not Peter, is the builder of the church. 
5.​ Peter’s authority is real but derivative. 
6.​ Matthew 18 later extends binding and loosing language to the disciple community. 

Ellicott’s older but still useful comment warns against reading later debates back too quickly into 
the text, urging interpreters to set aside the “afterthoughts of theology” that have accumulated 
around the verse. 

The most balanced reading is that Peter, as the confessing apostolic witness, is foundational. 
He is “rock” not because he is personally flawless or independently authoritative, but because 
he receives and confesses the revelation of Jesus as the Christ, the Son of the living God. 
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One online commentary summarizes a strong version of the Peter-centered reading: “The ‘rock’ 
is Peter,” noting the Greek wordplay and likely Aramaic background with Kepha. The 
International Critical Commentary takes the confession-centered emphasis, saying the πέτρα is 
“the Messiahship and divine Sonship of Christ” as revealed truth. 

Those two emphases do not have to be enemies. Peter is foundational precisely as the 
confessing witness to the revealed identity of Jesus. 

9. “I Will Build My Church” 
Greek: 

οἰκοδομήσω μου τὴν ἐκκλησίαν 

A smoother English rendering: 

“I will build my church.” 

Every part matters. 

“I” 
Jesus is the builder. The church is not finally built by Peter, pastors, leaders, strategy, charisma, 
money, cultural power, or human cleverness. 

“Will build” 
The verb οἰκοδομέω means to build. It can be literal or metaphorical. Here it refers to the 
formation of a people. 

“My” 
The possessive pronoun is theologically explosive. 

The church belongs to Jesus. 

“Church” 
ἐκκλησία can mean assembly, gathering, or called-together community. In the Greek Old 
Testament, it can refer to the assembly of Israel. Matthew only uses the term ἐκκλησία here 
and in Matthew 18. 
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So, before later institutional meanings come to mind, hear the basic force: 

The church is the gathered people who belong to Jesus. 

The church is not first a building, event, nonprofit, denomination, religious club, or moral society. 
It is the people Jesus gathers, builds, owns, and sends. 

10. The Gates of Hades 
Jesus says: 

“and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” 

Greek: 

καὶ πύλαι ᾅδου οὐ κατισχύσουσιν αὐτῆς 

Important terms: 

●​ πύλαι = gates 
●​ ᾅδου = Hades 
●​ κατισχύσουσιν = will overpower, prevail against, overcome 

Many English readers hear “hell” and think of final punishment. But the Greek word here is 
Hades, not Gehenna. NET Bible notes that the phrase can be rendered “the power of death,” 
taking “the gates of Hades” as a metonymy; it also notes that in the OT, Hades corresponds to 
Sheol. 

Ellicott is helpful here: “The gates of Hades,” he says, are not the gates of Gehenna, “the place 
of torment.” Instead, Hades is the “shadow-world of the dead,” or the deathly realm into which 
human life passes. 

The Old Testament background includes phrases like: 

●​ “the gates of Sheol” in Isaiah 38:10 
●​ “the gates of death” in Job 38:17 
●​ “the bars of Sheol” in Job 17:16 

The International Critical Commentary connects Matthew’s phrase with that broader biblical 
imagery of Hades/Sheol as a fortified realm with gates or bars. 

So the best reading is probably: 

The power of death will not overcome the church Jesus builds. 
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This does not mean Christians will never die. John the Baptist has just been killed in Matthew 
14. Jesus himself will soon predict his own death. Many disciples will suffer. The promise is not 
that faithful people avoid death. The promise is that death does not finally defeat the people built 
by the crucified and risen Christ. 

The church’s hope is resurrection. 

11. Keys of the Kingdom 
Jesus says: 

“I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven…” 

Greek: 

δώσω σοι τὰς κλεῖς τῆς βασιλείας τῶν οὐρανῶν 

Keys symbolize authority, access, and stewardship. 

The strongest Old Testament background is Isaiah 22:22: 

“And I will place on his shoulder the key of the house of David. He shall open, and 
none shall shut; and he shall shut, and none shall open.” 

In Isaiah 22, the key belongs to royal steward imagery. The steward is not the king. He does not 
own the house. But he has real delegated authority under the king. 

Craig Keener’s IVP commentary makes the connection plainly: the one carrying palace keys 
was the “majordomo,” and Isaiah 22:22 provides an important background for the royal-palace 
image. 

Peter’s role in Acts fits this imagery well. He functions as a kind of door-opener in the early 
church: 

●​ Peter preaches at Pentecost in Jerusalem in Acts 2. 
●​ Peter is involved as the gospel reaches Samaria in Acts 8. 
●​ Peter is sent to Cornelius as the Gentile door opens in Acts 10. 

The International Critical Commentary also notes this possibility, saying Matthew may have had 
in mind Peter’s early role “in admitting Gentiles” to the church’s privileges. 

This does not mean Peter owns the kingdom. Keys are not ownership. Keys are stewardship 
under the King. 

12. Binding and Loosing 
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Jesus continues: 

“and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose 
on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” 

Greek: 

ὃ ἐὰν δήσῃς ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς, ἔσται δεδεμένον ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς·​
καὶ ὃ ἐὰν λύσῃς ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς, ἔσται λελυμένον ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς. 

Key verbs: 

●​ δέω = bind 
●​ λύω = loose/release 
●​ ἔσται δεδεμένον = will be/have been bound 
●​ ἔσται λελυμένον = will be/have been loosed 

This language has often been misunderstood. It should not be treated as magic words that force 
heaven to obey human declaration. 

The phrase likely comes from Jewish interpretive and communal life. Encyclopedia of the Bible 
notes that binding and loosing language can occur in doctrinal, disciplinary, and magical 
contexts, but in many Jewish legal settings it means to “prohibit” or “permit.” 

A Cambridge article summarizing the common “rabbinic” reading quotes Joel Marcus’s view that 
binding and loosing in Matthew 16:19 refers to “declaring forbidden or permitted,” that is, 
authoritative halakhic decision. 

Keener similarly says these terms could refer to “authority to interpret the law,” especially in 
evaluating faithfulness, and he connects Matthew 16 with Matthew 18, where the authority is 
shared more broadly by the disciple community. 

The grammar may also matter. The construction ἔσται δεδεμένον and ἔσται λελυμένον can be 
understood with a future-perfect force: 

“will have been bound”​
“will have been loosed” 

That does not mean every translation must render it that way, but the sense is important. The 
church is not making heaven follow earth. Faithful kingdom authority on earth reflects heaven’s 
rule. 

The church is called to declare and enact on earth what is true under heaven’s reign. 

13. Why the Silence Command? 
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Matthew 16:20 says: 

“Then he strictly charged the disciples to tell no one that he was the Christ.” 

Greek: 

τότε διεστείλατο τοῖς μαθηταῖς… 

διαστέλλομαι means to give strict orders, warn, or command. 

Why would Jesus silence a true confession? 

Because the disciples do not yet understand what “Christ” means. 

Immediately after this passage, Jesus begins teaching that he must suffer, be killed, and be 
raised. Peter rebukes him. Jesus responds, “Get behind me, Satan!” Peter’s confession is true, 
but his messianic imagination is still wrong. 

The title must be filled with the cross. 

Jesus is the Christ, but not the kind of Christ who conquers by avoiding suffering. He is the 
crucified and risen King. 

This is one of Matthew’s great theological moves: 

The identity of Jesus cannot be separated from the way of Jesus. 

14. Major Intertextual Echoes 

Daniel 7:13–14 
Daniel sees “one like a son of man” coming with the clouds of heaven and receiving dominion, 
glory, and a kingdom. 

This matters because Jesus asks who people say “the Son of Man” is. The title points beyond 
mere humanity toward kingdom authority, vindication, and divine rule. 

Psalm 2 
Psalm 2 brings together the LORD’s Anointed and the language of sonship: 

“You are my Son…” 

This helps explain why Peter’s confession can hold together “Christ” and “Son of God.” 
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2 Samuel 7 
The Davidic covenant says of the coming Davidic son: 

“I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son.” 

This provides royal background for Son of God language. 

Isaiah 22:22 
The “key of the house of David” is given to Eliakim. He opens and none shuts; shuts and none 
opens. 

This is the major background for “keys of the kingdom.” The image is entrusted authority, not 
independent ownership. 

Isaiah 38:10 
Hezekiah speaks of being consigned to “the gates of Sheol.” 

This is important background for “the gates of Hades.” Hades/Sheol is the realm of death. 

Matthew 11:25–27 
Jesus says the Father reveals what is hidden and that no one knows the Son except the Father. 

This prepares us for Matthew 16:17, where Peter’s confession is not revealed by flesh and 
blood but by the Father. 

Matthew 14:33 
After Jesus walks on the sea, the disciples worship him and say: 

“Truly you are the Son of God.” 

Matthew 16 deepens that confession: Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God. 

Matthew 18:15–20 
Binding and loosing language appears again in Matthew 18, in the context of church discipline, 
restoration, and communal authority. This prevents Matthew 16 from being read as isolated 
authority given to Peter alone. 
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Matthew 27:54 
At the cross, the centurion and those with him say: 

“Truly this was the Son of God!” 

Matthew’s Gospel keeps driving toward the revelation of Jesus’ sonship at the cross. 

15. Key Greek Terms 

ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ ἀνθρώπου 

The Son of Man 

Jesus’ self-designation. In Matthew, it can involve humility, suffering, authority, future glory, and 
Daniel 7 kingdom imagery. 

ὁ Χριστός 

The Christ / Messiah 

The Anointed One. Royal, scriptural, and kingdom-loaded language. It must be defined by 
Jesus’ mission, not by popular expectation. 

ὁ υἱὸς τοῦ θεοῦ τοῦ ζῶντος 

The Son of the Living God 

A confession of Jesus’ divine sonship, royal identity, and unique relationship to the living God. 

σὰρξ καὶ αἷμα 

Flesh and Blood 

Human capacity, ordinary human source, mere human perception. 

ἀπεκάλυψεν 

Revealed 
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From ἀποκαλύπτω, to disclose, unveil, reveal. 

Πέτρος / πέτρα 

Peter / Rock 

A wordplay. The most balanced reading sees Peter as the confessing apostolic witness whose 
confession of Jesus is foundational. 

ἐκκλησία 

Church / Assembly 

The gathered people belonging to Jesus. In Matthew, used only in 16:18 and 18:17. 

πύλαι ᾅδου 

Gates of Hades 

Likely the realm or power of death, not Gehenna/final judgment. 

κλεῖς 

Keys 

Symbol of entrusted authority and royal stewardship. 

δήσῃς / λύσῃς 

Bind / Loose 

Likely forbid/permit, exercise communal discernment, or make authoritative judgments under 
heaven’s rule. 

16. Theological Synthesis 
Matthew 16:13-20 is not a free-floating ecclesiology text. It is a Christological text that gives 
birth to ecclesiology. 

The church exists because Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God. 
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The church is built by Jesus. 

The church belongs to Jesus. 

The church is founded on the revealed apostolic confession of Jesus. 

The church lives under resurrection hope because death cannot finally overpower what Jesus 
builds. 

The church receives real authority, but that authority is stewardship under the King. 

And the church must never detach the title “Christ” from the way of the cross. 

A condensed theological summary: 

The Father reveals the Son; Peter confesses the Son; Jesus builds his church on 
that confession; death cannot defeat it; kingdom authority is entrusted to it; and the 
cross defines the confession. 

17. Reflection for Deeper Study 
The passage leaves us with several “Bible nerd” tensions worth sitting with: 

1.​ Peter is blessed and still soon rebuked. 
2.​ The confession is true and still incomplete without the cross. 
3.​ The church is given authority but not ownership. 
4.​ The gates of death are real but not ultimate. 
5.​ The kingdom has keys, but the King remains Jesus. 
6.​ The church’s identity depends entirely on its confession of Jesus. 

The great question remains: 

Who do you say that I am? 

And Matthew will not let that question remain abstract. The next scene will ask whether we are 
willing to follow the Christ in the way of the cross. 
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