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Psalm 125                  “Christ’s Church, Built Upon Us!”              R.P.C. 
Matthew 16: 13-20                                                                  August 24, 2014 
                                         Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
 
    Recent research on North America shows that we continue to be “very 
religious” as a group. In other words, most people in the United States say they 
believe in God. Many of us pray every day and a good number read the Bible - at 
least occasionally, and yet church membership and worship attendance are in 
decline. So that means our culture is still “religious” without being 
organizationally, and participatory religious. As religious writer Martin Marty puts 
it, “Americans are believers, but not joiners.”  We say we believe, but FEWER and 
FEWER of us are acting upon our beliefs. 
    In today’s gospel, Jesus talks about church organization. He speaks of what he is 
going to do to found the church as an institution, but Jesus does so in a rather 
surprising way: Peter reveals himself to be a believer – in fact quite an impressive 
believer. Jesus asks all the disciples, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” The 
disciples offer answers such as, “Some say John the Baptist, but others say Elijah, 
and still others say Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 
    Then Jesus takes it a step further, making the question more pointed and 
personal: “But who do YOU say that I am?”  Peter gets it right, making the most 
explicit, specific confession of faith in the Gospel up to this point when he replies, 
“YOU are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” Jesus praises Peter for his belief 
and then says to Peter, “On this rock (which is a play on words, because in the 
Greek Peter, “petra” means “rock.”) “On this rock, I will build my church.” 
    Notice how Jesus moves Peter very quickly from confession of faith, “You are 
the Christ,” to a vocation, an assignment,”On you I will build my church.” Of 
course we believe that Jesus is the corner stone the very foundation of the 
church. But here Jesus says he will build a church upon Peter rather than simply 
upon himself. 
    The Roman Catholic Church has always maintained that his declaration, “You 
are the rock and on this rock I will build my church” is the foundation for the 
papacy, because Peter was the first bishop of Rome. Protestants have argued that 
this statement refers not so much to Peter himself, but as to Peter’s confession. 
That is, it is upon this confession of faith, rather than upon you personally, Peter, 
that I will build my church. 
  But what might impress us the most is the choice that Jesus makes here. He 
turns to Peter – good old, fallible, impetuous Peter – and makes him the “Rock” 



2 
 

2 
 

upon which he will build and fashion the church.  Again we note how quickly Jesus 
moves Peter from belief to action, from a declaration of belief to a vocation of 
ministry. That’s the fascinating part of this passage. In effect Jesus says, “You will 
move from one who makes a statement of faith to one who embodies and enacts 
faith.” 
    So Jesus builds his church upon people. He always quickly moves us from 
affirmation of faith to embodiment, enacting faith. We are reminded that Jesus 
never said, at the end of one of his sayings, parables or teachings, “Do you 
agree?” or “Doesn’t that make sense?” Rather, what he said was, “Follow me.” 
    Jesus is more than a philosopher. And Christianity (this ability to believe, “You 
are the Christ”) is more than a philosophical, theoretical statement. Christianity is 
a new way of LIVING life. If we confess that “Jesus the Christ, the very Son of 
God,” is a much of God as we ever hope to see, then we must conform to Christ. 
So it is, we must obey Christ AS IF HE WERE the Christ, the Son of God. 
    A professor at a prestigious university was born and raised as a Christian.  Yet 
when he went off to college and then graduate school, he became disillusioned 
with the church. It seemed to him that the church was always responding late to 
social issues instead of being in the lead for civil rights, women’s rights and other 
such issues of justice.  Furthermore, with rising awareness of the horrific behavior 
of some trusted pastors and priests, it seemed to him that the church needed to 
get its own house in order. As a result of these issues and others, he grew away 
from the Christian church. 
    Through education and training, this professor became an expert in East-West 
business relations and taught graduate level courses on international business law 
and diplomacy. One year he attended a conference in the former Soviet Union as 
“cold war” relations between the East and West began to thaw. There he had a 
conversation with an official from the Soviet bloc. “You are a Christian,” she said. 
“I am an atheist.” “Tell me,” she continued, “… what difference does your 
Christian belief make in the way you vote and the way you spend your money?  
The professor said he was stunned by that question. 
    He later told a colleague, “I realized in that moment that though I believed like 
a believer, I lived like an atheist.” “My faith was not apparent in my decision-
making, and was especially not apparent in my actions.” “It was a profound 
moment, leading me back to the church, where I now intentionally ‘put into 
practice, what I profess.’” 
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    At that same university the Chaplain along with other faculty and student 
volunteers conducted a survey on student alcohol abuse. Students were randomly 
interviewed to determine their drinking habits. “Do you ever engage in binge 
drinking?” asked the chaplain. “No!” responded one student definitively. “I 
suppose I could drink, but I don’t.”  “Why not,” pressed the chaplain. “It’s because 
I’m a drama major,” the student replied. “We’re always in rehearsal, or practicing 
new lines, and it keeps me busy. That’s way I don’t drink. I have to have a clear 
head.” 
    “Funny,” thought the chaplain, “I’ve never heard anyone say, as far as I can 
recall, “’I don’t abuse alcohol, or overeat, or steal, or sleep around, or use drugs, 
or (fill in any other vice) – because I believe Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, the 
Son of God.” But could there ever be a better reason for such choices and action, 
or lack thereof?” 
    In today’s Gospel, Peter makes a stunning declaration of faith. And immediately 
Jesus speaks about the upcoming conflict as a result of the faith that Peter has 
declared.  Somehow the “gates of Hades” will be in opposition to this declaration. 
Peter will pay and pay dearly for what he believes. Apparently there are costs 
required to back up our words, and that principle can still apply to us in the days 
and ways of our culture. 
    From time to time, do you, like me get asked to sign a petition or resolution for 
or against some issue? I’m thinking about refusing to sign any more such 
documents in the future. It’s not that I’m against people issuing petitions and 
resolutions on matters that concern them or me. The reason I may not sign 
anymore is that I think that a basic ethical question I need to ask myself before 
signing is. “What is this going to cost me?” You see, most resolutions and 
petitions I’m asked to sign cost me nothing. All it takes is my signature on a piece 
of paper, and that is easy – and hence easily forgotten. 
    But what if I was asked to to sign a resolution that says, “I believe that Jesus 
Christ is the Messiah”?  Now that should cost me something and my signature to 
that profession of faith should not to be taken lightly. What does that belief 
actually cost me? What does it require me to do? 
    Brian McLaren writing in A Generous Orthodoxy shares his thoughts about how 
resistant we have been and are to actually follow the requirements put upon us 
by our faith, as we seek an easier response. He writes: “They didn’t like a God 
who was invisible, that is, not always available, so they made Gods unto 
themselves. A golden calf will do. It wasn’t much of a God, but it was portable and 
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available. And that’s better than a God who comes and goes at his own 
pleasure….” 
    “They didn’t like trotting around after God in the wilderness, with nothing but a 
tent, and a tabernacle that had to be set up and taken down every week. So they 
built themselves a house fitting for the God who was fitting for a people like 
them. A huge temple with great stones, tall pillars, and a great tower.     “Here is 
where God lives!” they said unto themselves. Here is a God who befits a people 
like us, a great God for a great people, the center of the nation. Stable, placed, 
located, secure…” 
    “They got a good world, full of good things, but still wild and untamed. So they 
cut down trees and they made paths, roadways, walled-in gardens, got a world 
more to their liking. They improved on what God had given. They engineered, 
called it development. It made them feel like God. It made them feel better than 
God…” 
    “They tried prayer. But it didn’t give them what they wanted, when they 
wanted it. So they raised an army. They build high walls, and great towers. They 
moved from wood, to iron to steel…. Now they don’t have to pray for security. 
Now they were secure, as secure as if they were God.” 
    “They got tired of Jesus talking in double talk, in parables, riddles and 
mysteries. So they came up with four spiritual laws, basic principles, a set of 
infallible ideas, four fundamentals, something they could frame and put on a wall. 
That they can think about, and discuss, ponder and consider….”     
    “They didn’t want their God to be limited to an ancient book, written by Jews, 
something from the ancient world, out of date. So they wrote other books, 
contemporized things, brought it up to date, rescued it from dead people, these 
saints. They needed a God who was all-powerful, absolute and omnipotent, not 
one who suffers, who submits and dies, a God who could be tortured to death by 
them. So they got a God who was higher, more lifted up absolute, and all-
powerful, a God who acted more like God…..” 
    “In the middle of a dark forest, they started to cut, they started to clear out, 
and clear out, because why not? They did it simply because they could do it. 
Everything was theirs, because they declared it to be so….” 
    “Despite all that, God kept coming back.” “God steadfastly refused to be 
sculpted into our own image. Despite our relentless efforts to project our images 
of God upon God, God projected God’s image back upon us.” “We said, ‘We want 
you to be God, high and lifted up, distant and remote.” Still he came to us and 
said, ‘I am God with you, for you. And upon you I will build my church.  Upon you 
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I’ll make my kingdom.  Through you I’ll work to get back the world that has 
wondered far from me.  Upon you.” 
    The only places in all the Gospels where the word “church” appears are in 
today’s passage, and in Matthew 18:17 where it reads, “If a member refuses to 
listen to them, tell the church, and if the offender refuses even to listen to the 
church let such a one be to you as a Gentile…” It seems apparent by these 
references that the church is valued as in institution, and is build upon who Jesus 
is as the foundation, AND upon our faithful recognition of the truth about his 
identity. 
    Jesus Christ reigns, but he chooses not to reign alone. Christ enacts his realm by 
calling forth ordinary people to be his church, his presence in the world. Thus we 
say “we believe” and yet he would move us very quickly from affirmation of faith 
to enactment of faith. Jesus reaches out to the world, works in the world, and 
establishes his church by working through us. So if we believe that Jesus is the 
“the Christ, the Son of God,” then what difference does that make in how we live? 
    During a college class on world history and politics there a discussion ensued on 
the Iraq war. Most students were against the war, arguing it was poorly planned, 
it was ultimately ineffective, and it was too expensive. Others were for the war, 
arguing it was for national defense and that Saddam Hussein had to be removed 
and other such factors.  All of the rationales were compelling and many were 
quite valid. 
     But then one student – a professing Christian – dared to ask a question: “Does 
anyone have a specifically theological – a God-based, faith-based reason - for 
what you think about the war?” It is rather wonderful that God gives us ‘ordinary 
folks’ who keep driving us back to distinctively consider faith-based reasons for 
believing what we believe and doing what we do. 
    It is quite a claim to believe that this Jew from Nazareth who lived briefly, died 
violently, and rose unexpectedly is the Christ, the long-awaited Messiah, the Son 
of God.  And yet we sometimes make that claim questionable by the way we live. 
We say we believe Jesus Christ is Lord, but all too often we live as if that is not 
actually true for us. Jesus would have us move from simply affirming our faith, to 
lives that embody that faith. 
    Thus he forms his church, his answer to what’s wrong with the world, upon us. 
He would make us “the rocks” upon which he builds God’s kingdom. Upon the 
likes of us he wants to bless the world in his name. So what is his belief in us going 
to cost us?  What does belief require us to do?       Amen.  
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