
Mark S. Kopp                                                               St. Paul Lutheran Church, Millersville                      Isaiah 51:1-6                                    

August 27, 2023                                                                           Page 1 of 4                                                                                 Romans 12:1-8             

13 Pent 16-21 A                                                                                                                                                                                  Matthew 16:13-20 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

 

A few weeks ago, I began my sermon by explaining the meaning of Peter’s name in the Greek 

language.  I went on to say that if my name meant rock like Peter’s, I would not be climbing out 

of a boat and attempting to walk on the water.  But in that scene that Matthew set up for us a few 

weeks ago in the Gospel we heard Jesus also mention Peter’s faith as he walked on the water.  

Even though Peter’s faith was as Jesus said, “small” it was still enough faith to goad him out of 

the boat and onto the water until the wind whipped up and frightened him.  And then that small 

faith within Peter was enough for him to call out to Jesus and sink safely into the rescuing arms 

of Jesus as he reached out to Peter.  Then Jesus carries Peter safely back into the boat. We saw in 

this scene on the water that faith is not large or small; it is what saved Peter, it is what saves us 

all and makes us righteous before God and it is what gathers us all today into the rescuing arms 

of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.   

 

Today, in the Gospel, we hear Jesus skillfully seeking the disciple’s understanding of who he 

truly is.  It’s as if Jesus wants to see if their faith is based on public opinion or based on the very 

presence of God in Jesus Christ.  Jesus does this by questioning the disciples about who people 

think he is.  And we hear them tell Jesus what the public thinks, John the Baptist, Elijah, 

Jeremiah, or one of the prophets.  But Jesus, more or less says, OK I’ve heard what public 

opinion says, now, tell me…who do you say I am?  Peter then boldly answers, "You are the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God."  After this very bold and very profound confession from 

Peter, we hear Jesus say: 

"Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, 

but my Father in heaven. 18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 

church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. (Matt 16:18) 

 

While none of us would openly admit it, we all seek and would love to receive this kind of 

recognition from Jesus that takes place in this exchange between Jesus and Peter.  We all assume 

a righteousness that we think warrants this kind of recognition from God.  But our self-

righteousness is gaged on ourselves through our judgments of others around us…and we find 

ourselves proclaiming our faith by quoting the Bible…chapter and verse in judgment of others 

along with such threats as… “God will judge you…you will have to stand before God one day!”  

Yes…we all will.  But keep in mind, it’s not Peter’s righteousness that Jesus recognizes and 

acknowledges, it’s his faith.   

 

Once again today, we hear of Peter’s faith within our Gospel lesson.  Today we learn that Peter, 

or Rock as the name suggests, is the very rock on which Jesus will build his church.  So, what is 

it that Jesus is building on?  We all know that Jesus is not going to literally build something on 

the physical body of Peter…his name may mean “Rock” but he is not a rock or the stone that can 

be built on.  Moreover, this “church” that Jesus is looking to build is also not built with stones 

and mortar.  The “church” Jesus is looking to establish is NOT a physical building.        

 

Before we get into what is happening between Jesus and Peter there is before us something to 

consider that just may be very easily overlooked and may cause us to reconsider our self-serving-

righteousness.  We hear at the opening of this Gospel lesson that Jesus and the disciples came 

into the district of Caesarea Philippi.  This seems to be a passing comment, however, it is a 



Mark S. Kopp                                                               St. Paul Lutheran Church, Millersville                      Isaiah 51:1-6                                    

August 27, 2023                                                                           Page 2 of 4                                                                                 Romans 12:1-8             

13 Pent 16-21 A                                                                                                                                                                                  Matthew 16:13-20 

reminder that Jesus is keenly aware of the poor, the marginalized, and the overlooked because 

this declaration of Jesus to build a church along with this confession of Peter…are the most 

profound declarations and they are made to a group of unlikely disciples in a place called 

Caesarea Philippi.  This place is a cacophony of conflicting religions and opinions amidst a 

boatload of immoral activities and pagan worship.  But this location of Caesarea Philippi and this 

exchange between Jesus and Peter shows the contrast of this place and the Holy Presence of 

Jesus Christ.  The contrast shows us that church happens in the most unlikely of places because 

of what church truly is meant to be and not where and what we think it should be.    

 

But here we are in this so-called-God-forsaken place and Peter confesses to Jesus that, "You are 

the Messiah, the Son of the living God."  Jesus then says to Peter in the English translation that, 

“you are Peter, on this rock I will build my church.”  Jesus does not say, “on you I will build my 

church.”  Jesus says: καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ.  Jesus literally says, and upon this the rock… 

πέτρᾳ …I will build of me the gathering.  Jesus does not say…Πέτρος…which is Peter’s name, 

He says πέτρᾳ which is rock or stone.  There is a clear distinction between the name of Peter 

and the rock upon which Jesus will build the ἐκκλησίαν1…the gathering, the church.  While the 

language indicates two separate things in this statement about Peter, these things are connected.  

So we see it is not Peter that Jesus is building on, it is something about Peter that Jesus is 

building on.   

 

This might then raise another question…is it Peter’s faith or is it Peter’s righteousness?  We can 

look then to the prophet Isaiah this morning in our first reading and find the answer: 

Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek the LORD. Look to the rock 

from which you were hewn, and to the quarry from which you were dug. (Isaiah 51:1)    

 

We are freely given the very faith that is our righteousness, but we continue to be pursuers of 

righteousness.  However, we pursue a righteousness that we assume we can acquire.  We want it 

I guess because we believe that through it God will find favor in us just as what we think Peter is 

receiving from Jesus today in this Gospel lesson.  We want the recognition of our righteousness, 

I guess because it makes us look good compared to those who we judge as unrighteous.  We 

pursue that righteousness for whatever reason but in our pursuit, do we find a genuine 

righteousness or an assumption about righteousness centered in our own self-evaluations and 

conclusions?   

 

St. Paul reminds that:  

For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The 

one who is righteous will live by faith.’ (Romans 1:17) 

 

Paul goes on to remind  

the Romans and us in his letter to Rome: 

But now, irrespective of law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is attested 

by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all 

who believe. For there is no distinction,  (Romans 3:21-22) 

 
1 καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ is pronounced, kai epi towte te petra.  Πέτρος is Peter’s name which is pronounced, Petros.  ἐκκλησίαν is pronounced 

ekklēsia, meaning a gathering or an assembly formed by one belief.    
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So what is my point in all of this?   

 

My point is this…Jesus is referring to the faith of Peter and not Peter himself or Peter’s 

righteousness that he has through his faith.  I know this is an age-old debate that has long been a 

bone of contention between the Protestant, the Catholic, and the Orthodox churches…is it Peter’s 

confession or is it Peter himself that the church is built on…or as I interpret it…is it Peter’s faith 

or is it Peter’s righteousness that is in question?  This all has been settled to say that the church is 

established…PERIOD.   

 

The church is built not because we have figured out its true meaning but rather, the church is 

established through or built on faith in Jesus Christ himself which is what gathers us, centers us, 

and is called into existence through the very faith that has been poured into each one of us who 

have gathered back then and those who have gathered through the ages.   

 

As we gather today, we gather with the Saints of every time and very place and we are united 

with the ceaseless petition of Jesus Christ who called us into existence as His body.  But this also 

raises another question for me about what is interpreted in the English language in today’s 

passage as the church.  The term interpreted as, “church,” is actually the Greek term I mentioned 

earlier, ἐκκλησία which by definition is: 

A regularly summoned legislative body, assembly, (or) a casual gathering of people, an 

assembly, a gathering with a shared belief.2  

 

For any who only read the Bible in the English language and claim that the Bible says what it 

says and means what it means, this term “church” being used today in this Gospel lesson is only 

found in Matthew’s Gospel.  But the English term “church” can also refer to a riotous mob and 

this is how Luke uses the term when writing about the Acts of the Apostles…Luke writes: 
32 Meanwhile, some were shouting one thing, some another; for the assembly (ἐκκλησία) 

was in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come together.  

(Acts 19:32) 

 

Today we have gathered by faith into the communion of our Lord’s rescuing arms in this 

worship, not because of who we are, or through what we have done.  The church is not 

established or maintained by our righteousness.  We, the church, are established and gathered as 

one body of Jesus Christ simply through faith, which is a common belief that Jesus Christ is the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God…he is our grace and our salvation.  This church is not built 

on, nor will it succumb to like-minded public opinions, rumors, or fads that we can point to from 

our self-righteous perch over the others.  It is not built on likes or dislikes.  This church is 

built…rather, this assembly is gathered by a faith that we not only confess but a faith that we live 

out not only as an assembled body, but we the church remain the church as we go about our 

everyday lives within our various contexts and environments…with our various fears and doubts 

amidst our troubles, our sorrows, and our struggles…along with all our defeats and 

disappointments and even in our joys, our successes.   

 

 
2 This term is defined using: A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature, 3rd Edition.  Revised and 

Edited by Fredrick William Danker.  Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000.  Pages 303-304, in combination with, 

www.billmounce.com/greek-dictionary/ekklesia While one can never trust the internet, I used, Basics of Biblical Greek, a trusted resource and 

text book for learning the Biblical Greek while attending seminary, by William D. Mounce.   
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We the church are only the true church as Bonhoeffer says, only when we are serving others.  

And today in this Gospel our faith is given a challenge.  It is a challenge to believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.  We are also challenged to NOT simply sit on that faith 

and keep it ourselves or keep it squeaky-clean.  We are being called out by our faith, to act upon 

that faith, that belief, to live our lives as if Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.   

 

Jesus is calling us to not only believe in him but also to follow him.  There is no doubt that faith 

today in our culture is a challenge to live out.  It is a challenge…but to truly believe what Jesus 

believes about us and gives to us because of that belief…we can only continue to live out that 

faith through the grace and mercy we share and make known in these challenging times.  

Through our faith, may we know and take comfort in…the fact that we are the Messiah’s plan 

for what the Messiah wants to do in the world and that is to save it and bring it all into God’s 

glorious kingdom.  Today, as we confess our belief in Jesus, it might serve us well to believe 

also that Jesus also believes in us…so much so that he gave His live to save us all.3   

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 
3 The closing paragraph is formed from Willimon’s theme for the appointed lessons for this 13 Sunday of Pentecost.  Willimon, William, Pulpit 

Resource, Vol. 39, No.3, Year A, July, August, September 2011.  “Believing, Acting, Believing,” Commentary for 21st Sunday in Ordinary Time, 

Proper 16, page 33-36  
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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

 

A few weeks ago, I began my sermon by explaining the meaning of Peter’s name in the Greek 

language.  I went on to say that if my name meant rock like Peter’s, I would not be climbing out 

of a boat and attempting to walk on the water.  But in that scene that Matthew set up for us a few 

weeks ago in the Gospel we heard Jesus also mention Peter’s faith as he walked on the water.  

Even though Peter’s faith was as Jesus said, “small” it was still enough faith to goad him out of 

the boat and onto the water until the wind whipped up and frightened him.  And then that small 

faith within Peter was enough for him to call out to Jesus and sink safely into the rescuing arms 

of Jesus as he reached out to Peter.  Then Jesus carries Peter safely back into the boat. We saw in 

this scene on the water that faith is not large or small; it is what saved Peter, it is what saves us 

all and makes us righteous before God and it is what gathers us all today into the rescuing arms 

of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.   

 

Today, in the Gospel, we hear Jesus skillfully seeking the disciple’s understanding of who he 

truly is.  It’s as if Jesus wants to see if their faith is based on public opinion or based on the very 

presence of God in Jesus Christ.  Jesus does this by questioning the disciples about who people 

think he is.  And we hear them tell Jesus what the public thinks, John the Baptist, Elijah, 

Jeremiah, or one of the prophets.  But Jesus, more or less says, OK I’ve heard what public 

opinion says, now, tell me…who do you say I am?  Peter then boldly answers, "You are the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God."  After this very bold and very profound confession from 

Peter, we hear Jesus say: 

"Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, 

but my Father in heaven. 18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 

church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. (Matt 16:18) 

 

While none of us would openly admit it, we all seek and would love to receive this kind of 

recognition from Jesus that takes place in this exchange between Jesus and Peter.  We all assume 

a righteousness that we think warrants this kind of recognition from God.  But our self-

righteousness is gaged on ourselves through our judgments of others around us…and we find 

ourselves proclaiming our faith by quoting the Bible…chapter and verse in judgment of others 

along with such threats as… “God will judge you…you will have to stand before God one day!”  

Yes…we all will.  But keep in mind, it’s not Peter’s righteousness that Jesus recognizes and 

acknowledges, it’s his faith.   

 

Once again today, we hear of Peter’s faith within our Gospel lesson.  Today we learn that Peter, 

or Rock as the name suggests, is the very rock on which Jesus will build his church.  So, what is 

it that Jesus is building on?  We all know that Jesus is not going to literally build something on 

the physical body of Peter…his name may mean “Rock” but he is not a rock or the stone that can 

be built on.  Moreover, this “church” that Jesus is looking to build is also not built with stones 

and mortar.  The “church” Jesus is looking to establish is NOT a physical building.        

 

Before we get into what is happening between Jesus and Peter there is before us something to 

consider that just may be very easily overlooked and may cause us to reconsider our self-serving-

righteousness.  We hear at the opening of this Gospel lesson that Jesus and the disciples came 

into the district of Caesarea Philippi.  This seems to be a passing comment, however, it is a 
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reminder that Jesus is keenly aware of the poor, the marginalized, and the overlooked because 

this declaration of Jesus to build a church along with this confession of Peter…are the most 

profound declarations and they are made to a group of unlikely disciples in a place called 

Caesarea Philippi.  This place is a cacophony of conflicting religions and opinions amidst a 

boatload of immoral activities and pagan worship.  But this location of Caesarea Philippi and this 

exchange between Jesus and Peter shows the contrast of this place and the Holy Presence of 

Jesus Christ.  The contrast shows us that church happens in the most unlikely of places because 

of what church truly is meant to be and not where and what we think it should be.    

 

But here we are in this so-called-God-forsaken place and Peter confesses to Jesus that, "You are 

the Messiah, the Son of the living God."  Jesus then says to Peter in the English translation that, 

“you are Peter, on this rock I will build my church.”  Jesus does not say, “on you I will build my 

church.”  Jesus says: καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ.  Jesus literally says, and upon this the rock… 

πέτρᾳ …I will build of me the gathering.  Jesus does not say…Πέτρος…which is Peter’s name, 

He says πέτρᾳ which is rock or stone.  There is a clear distinction between the name of Peter 

and the rock upon which Jesus will build the ἐκκλησίαν1…the gathering, the church.  While the 

language indicates two separate things in this statement about Peter, these things are connected.  

So we see it is not Peter that Jesus is building on, it is something about Peter that Jesus is 

building on.   

 

This might then raise another question…is it Peter’s faith or is it Peter’s righteousness?  We can 

look then to the prophet Isaiah this morning in our first reading and find the answer: 

Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek the LORD. Look to the rock 

from which you were hewn, and to the quarry from which you were dug. (Isaiah 51:1)    

 

We are freely given the very faith that is our righteousness, but we continue to be pursuers of 

righteousness.  However, we pursue a righteousness that we assume we can acquire.  We want it 

I guess because we believe that through it God will find favor in us just as what we think Peter is 

receiving from Jesus today in this Gospel lesson.  We want the recognition of our righteousness, 

I guess because it makes us look good compared to those who we judge as unrighteous.  We 

pursue that righteousness for whatever reason but in our pursuit, do we find a genuine 

righteousness or an assumption about righteousness centered in our own self-evaluations and 

conclusions?   

 

St. Paul reminds that:  

For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The 

one who is righteous will live by faith.’ (Romans 1:17) 

 

Paul goes on to remind  

the Romans and us in his letter to Rome: 

But now, irrespective of law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is attested 

by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all 

who believe. For there is no distinction,  (Romans 3:21-22) 

 
1 καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ is pronounced, kai epi towte te petra.  Πέτρος is Peter’s name which is pronounced, Petros.  ἐκκλησίαν is pronounced 

ekklēsia, meaning a gathering or an assembly formed by one belief.    
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So what is my point in all of this?   

 

My point is this…Jesus is referring to the faith of Peter and not Peter himself or Peter’s 

righteousness that he has through his faith.  I know this is an age-old debate that has long been a 

bone of contention between the Protestant, the Catholic, and the Orthodox churches…is it Peter’s 

confession or is it Peter himself that the church is built on…or as I interpret it…is it Peter’s faith 

or is it Peter’s righteousness that is in question?  This all has been settled to say that the church is 

established…PERIOD.   

 

The church is built not because we have figured out its true meaning but rather, the church is 

established through or built on faith in Jesus Christ himself which is what gathers us, centers us, 

and is called into existence through the very faith that has been poured into each one of us who 

have gathered back then and those who have gathered through the ages.   

 

As we gather today, we gather with the Saints of every time and very place and we are united 

with the ceaseless petition of Jesus Christ who called us into existence as His body.  But this also 

raises another question for me about what is interpreted in the English language in today’s 

passage as the church.  The term interpreted as, “church,” is actually the Greek term I mentioned 

earlier, ἐκκλησία which by definition is: 

A regularly summoned legislative body, assembly, (or) a casual gathering of people, an 

assembly, a gathering with a shared belief.2  

 

For any who only read the Bible in the English language and claim that the Bible says what it 

says and means what it means, this term “church” being used today in this Gospel lesson is only 

found in Matthew’s Gospel.  But the English term “church” can also refer to a riotous mob and 

this is how Luke uses the term when writing about the Acts of the Apostles…Luke writes: 
32 Meanwhile, some were shouting one thing, some another; for the assembly (ἐκκλησία) 

was in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come together.  

(Acts 19:32) 

 

Today we have gathered by faith into the communion of our Lord’s rescuing arms in this 

worship, not because of who we are, or through what we have done.  The church is not 

established or maintained by our righteousness.  We, the church, are established and gathered as 

one body of Jesus Christ simply through faith, which is a common belief that Jesus Christ is the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God…he is our grace and our salvation.  This church is not built 

on, nor will it succumb to like-minded public opinions, rumors, or fads that we can point to from 

our self-righteous perch over the others.  It is not built on likes or dislikes.  This church is 

built…rather, this assembly is gathered by a faith that we not only confess but a faith that we live 

out not only as an assembled body, but we the church remain the church as we go about our 

everyday lives within our various contexts and environments…with our various fears and doubts 

amidst our troubles, our sorrows, and our struggles…along with all our defeats and 

disappointments and even in our joys, our successes.   

 

 
2 This term is defined using: A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature, 3rd Edition.  Revised and 

Edited by Fredrick William Danker.  Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000.  Pages 303-304, in combination with, 

www.billmounce.com/greek-dictionary/ekklesia While one can never trust the internet, I used, Basics of Biblical Greek, a trusted resource and 

text book for learning the Biblical Greek while attending seminary, by William D. Mounce.   
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We the church are only the true church as Bonhoeffer says, only when we are serving others.  

And today in this Gospel our faith is given a challenge.  It is a challenge to believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.  We are also challenged to NOT simply sit on that faith 

and keep it ourselves or keep it squeaky-clean.  We are being called out by our faith, to act upon 

that faith, that belief, to live our lives as if Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.   

 

Jesus is calling us to not only believe in him but also to follow him.  There is no doubt that faith 

today in our culture is a challenge to live out.  It is a challenge…but to truly believe what Jesus 

believes about us and gives to us because of that belief…we can only continue to live out that 

faith through the grace and mercy we share and make known in these challenging times.  

Through our faith, may we know and take comfort in…the fact that we are the Messiah’s plan 

for what the Messiah wants to do in the world and that is to save it and bring it all into God’s 

glorious kingdom.  Today, as we confess our belief in Jesus, it might serve us well to believe 

also that Jesus also believes in us…so much so that he gave His live to save us all.3   

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 
3 The closing paragraph is formed from Willimon’s theme for the appointed lessons for this 13 Sunday of Pentecost.  Willimon, William, Pulpit 

Resource, Vol. 39, No.3, Year A, July, August, September 2011.  “Believing, Acting, Believing,” Commentary for 21st Sunday in Ordinary Time, 

Proper 16, page 33-36  
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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

 

A few weeks ago, I began my sermon by explaining the meaning of Peter’s name in the Greek 

language.  I went on to say that if my name meant rock like Peter’s, I would not be climbing out 

of a boat and attempting to walk on the water.  But in that scene that Matthew set up for us a few 

weeks ago in the Gospel we heard Jesus also mention Peter’s faith as he walked on the water.  

Even though Peter’s faith was as Jesus said, “small” it was still enough faith to goad him out of 

the boat and onto the water until the wind whipped up and frightened him.  And then that small 

faith within Peter was enough for him to call out to Jesus and sink safely into the rescuing arms 

of Jesus as he reached out to Peter.  Then Jesus carries Peter safely back into the boat. We saw in 

this scene on the water that faith is not large or small; it is what saved Peter, it is what saves us 

all and makes us righteous before God and it is what gathers us all today into the rescuing arms 

of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.   

 

Today, in the Gospel, we hear Jesus skillfully seeking the disciple’s understanding of who he 

truly is.  It’s as if Jesus wants to see if their faith is based on public opinion or based on the very 

presence of God in Jesus Christ.  Jesus does this by questioning the disciples about who people 

think he is.  And we hear them tell Jesus what the public thinks, John the Baptist, Elijah, 

Jeremiah, or one of the prophets.  But Jesus, more or less says, OK I’ve heard what public 

opinion says, now, tell me…who do you say I am?  Peter then boldly answers, "You are the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God."  After this very bold and very profound confession from 

Peter, we hear Jesus say: 

"Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, 

but my Father in heaven. 18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 

church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. (Matt 16:18) 

 

While none of us would openly admit it, we all seek and would love to receive this kind of 

recognition from Jesus that takes place in this exchange between Jesus and Peter.  We all assume 

a righteousness that we think warrants this kind of recognition from God.  But our self-

righteousness is gaged on ourselves through our judgments of others around us…and we find 

ourselves proclaiming our faith by quoting the Bible…chapter and verse in judgment of others 

along with such threats as… “God will judge you…you will have to stand before God one day!”  

Yes…we all will.  But keep in mind, it’s not Peter’s righteousness that Jesus recognizes and 

acknowledges, it’s his faith.   

 

Once again today, we hear of Peter’s faith within our Gospel lesson.  Today we learn that Peter, 

or Rock as the name suggests, is the very rock on which Jesus will build his church.  So, what is 

it that Jesus is building on?  We all know that Jesus is not going to literally build something on 

the physical body of Peter…his name may mean “Rock” but he is not a rock or the stone that can 

be built on.  Moreover, this “church” that Jesus is looking to build is also not built with stones 

and mortar.  The “church” Jesus is looking to establish is NOT a physical building.        

 

Before we get into what is happening between Jesus and Peter there is before us something to 

consider that just may be very easily overlooked and may cause us to reconsider our self-serving-

righteousness.  We hear at the opening of this Gospel lesson that Jesus and the disciples came 

into the district of Caesarea Philippi.  This seems to be a passing comment, however, it is a 
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reminder that Jesus is keenly aware of the poor, the marginalized, and the overlooked because 

this declaration of Jesus to build a church along with this confession of Peter…are the most 

profound declarations and they are made to a group of unlikely disciples in a place called 

Caesarea Philippi.  This place is a cacophony of conflicting religions and opinions amidst a 

boatload of immoral activities and pagan worship.  But this location of Caesarea Philippi and this 

exchange between Jesus and Peter shows the contrast of this place and the Holy Presence of 

Jesus Christ.  The contrast shows us that church happens in the most unlikely of places because 

of what church truly is meant to be and not where and what we think it should be.    

 

But here we are in this so-called-God-forsaken place and Peter confesses to Jesus that, "You are 

the Messiah, the Son of the living God."  Jesus then says to Peter in the English translation that, 

“you are Peter, on this rock I will build my church.”  Jesus does not say, “on you I will build my 

church.”  Jesus says: καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ.  Jesus literally says, and upon this the rock… 

πέτρᾳ …I will build of me the gathering.  Jesus does not say…Πέτρος…which is Peter’s name, 

He says πέτρᾳ which is rock or stone.  There is a clear distinction between the name of Peter 

and the rock upon which Jesus will build the ἐκκλησίαν1…the gathering, the church.  While the 

language indicates two separate things in this statement about Peter, these things are connected.  

So we see it is not Peter that Jesus is building on, it is something about Peter that Jesus is 

building on.   

 

This might then raise another question…is it Peter’s faith or is it Peter’s righteousness?  We can 

look then to the prophet Isaiah this morning in our first reading and find the answer: 

Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek the LORD. Look to the rock 

from which you were hewn, and to the quarry from which you were dug. (Isaiah 51:1)    

 

We are freely given the very faith that is our righteousness, but we continue to be pursuers of 

righteousness.  However, we pursue a righteousness that we assume we can acquire.  We want it 

I guess because we believe that through it God will find favor in us just as what we think Peter is 

receiving from Jesus today in this Gospel lesson.  We want the recognition of our righteousness, 

I guess because it makes us look good compared to those who we judge as unrighteous.  We 

pursue that righteousness for whatever reason but in our pursuit, do we find a genuine 

righteousness or an assumption about righteousness centered in our own self-evaluations and 

conclusions?   

 

St. Paul reminds that:  

For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The 

one who is righteous will live by faith.’ (Romans 1:17) 

 

Paul goes on to remind  

the Romans and us in his letter to Rome: 

But now, irrespective of law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is attested 

by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all 

who believe. For there is no distinction,  (Romans 3:21-22) 

 
1 καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ is pronounced, kai epi towte te petra.  Πέτρος is Peter’s name which is pronounced, Petros.  ἐκκλησίαν is pronounced 

ekklēsia, meaning a gathering or an assembly formed by one belief.    



Mark S. Kopp                                                               St. Paul Lutheran Church, Millersville                      Isaiah 51:1-6                                    

August 27, 2023                                                                           Page 3 of 4                                                                                 Romans 12:1-8             

13 Pent 16-21 A                                                                                                                                                                                  Matthew 16:13-20 

So what is my point in all of this?   

 

My point is this…Jesus is referring to the faith of Peter and not Peter himself or Peter’s 

righteousness that he has through his faith.  I know this is an age-old debate that has long been a 

bone of contention between the Protestant, the Catholic, and the Orthodox churches…is it Peter’s 

confession or is it Peter himself that the church is built on…or as I interpret it…is it Peter’s faith 

or is it Peter’s righteousness that is in question?  This all has been settled to say that the church is 

established…PERIOD.   

 

The church is built not because we have figured out its true meaning but rather, the church is 

established through or built on faith in Jesus Christ himself which is what gathers us, centers us, 

and is called into existence through the very faith that has been poured into each one of us who 

have gathered back then and those who have gathered through the ages.   

 

As we gather today, we gather with the Saints of every time and very place and we are united 

with the ceaseless petition of Jesus Christ who called us into existence as His body.  But this also 

raises another question for me about what is interpreted in the English language in today’s 

passage as the church.  The term interpreted as, “church,” is actually the Greek term I mentioned 

earlier, ἐκκλησία which by definition is: 

A regularly summoned legislative body, assembly, (or) a casual gathering of people, an 

assembly, a gathering with a shared belief.2  

 

For any who only read the Bible in the English language and claim that the Bible says what it 

says and means what it means, this term “church” being used today in this Gospel lesson is only 

found in Matthew’s Gospel.  But the English term “church” can also refer to a riotous mob and 

this is how Luke uses the term when writing about the Acts of the Apostles…Luke writes: 
32 Meanwhile, some were shouting one thing, some another; for the assembly (ἐκκλησία) 

was in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come together.  

(Acts 19:32) 

 

Today we have gathered by faith into the communion of our Lord’s rescuing arms in this 

worship, not because of who we are, or through what we have done.  The church is not 

established or maintained by our righteousness.  We, the church, are established and gathered as 

one body of Jesus Christ simply through faith, which is a common belief that Jesus Christ is the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God…he is our grace and our salvation.  This church is not built 

on, nor will it succumb to like-minded public opinions, rumors, or fads that we can point to from 

our self-righteous perch over the others.  It is not built on likes or dislikes.  This church is 

built…rather, this assembly is gathered by a faith that we not only confess but a faith that we live 

out not only as an assembled body, but we the church remain the church as we go about our 

everyday lives within our various contexts and environments…with our various fears and doubts 

amidst our troubles, our sorrows, and our struggles…along with all our defeats and 

disappointments and even in our joys, our successes.   

 

 
2 This term is defined using: A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature, 3rd Edition.  Revised and 

Edited by Fredrick William Danker.  Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000.  Pages 303-304, in combination with, 

www.billmounce.com/greek-dictionary/ekklesia While one can never trust the internet, I used, Basics of Biblical Greek, a trusted resource and 

text book for learning the Biblical Greek while attending seminary, by William D. Mounce.   
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We the church are only the true church as Bonhoeffer says, only when we are serving others.  

And today in this Gospel our faith is given a challenge.  It is a challenge to believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.  We are also challenged to NOT simply sit on that faith 

and keep it ourselves or keep it squeaky-clean.  We are being called out by our faith, to act upon 

that faith, that belief, to live our lives as if Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.   

 

Jesus is calling us to not only believe in him but also to follow him.  There is no doubt that faith 

today in our culture is a challenge to live out.  It is a challenge…but to truly believe what Jesus 

believes about us and gives to us because of that belief…we can only continue to live out that 

faith through the grace and mercy we share and make known in these challenging times.  

Through our faith, may we know and take comfort in…the fact that we are the Messiah’s plan 

for what the Messiah wants to do in the world and that is to save it and bring it all into God’s 

glorious kingdom.  Today, as we confess our belief in Jesus, it might serve us well to believe 

also that Jesus also believes in us…so much so that he gave His live to save us all.3   

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 
3 The closing paragraph is formed from Willimon’s theme for the appointed lessons for this 13 Sunday of Pentecost.  Willimon, William, Pulpit 

Resource, Vol. 39, No.3, Year A, July, August, September 2011.  “Believing, Acting, Believing,” Commentary for 21st Sunday in Ordinary Time, 

Proper 16, page 33-36  
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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

 

A few weeks ago, I began my sermon by explaining the meaning of Peter’s name in the Greek 

language.  I went on to say that if my name meant rock like Peter’s, I would not be climbing out 

of a boat and attempting to walk on the water.  But in that scene that Matthew set up for us a few 

weeks ago in the Gospel we heard Jesus also mention Peter’s faith as he walked on the water.  

Even though Peter’s faith was as Jesus said, “small” it was still enough faith to goad him out of 

the boat and onto the water until the wind whipped up and frightened him.  And then that small 

faith within Peter was enough for him to call out to Jesus and sink safely into the rescuing arms 

of Jesus as he reached out to Peter.  Then Jesus carries Peter safely back into the boat. We saw in 

this scene on the water that faith is not large or small; it is what saved Peter, it is what saves us 

all and makes us righteous before God and it is what gathers us all today into the rescuing arms 

of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.   

 

Today, in the Gospel, we hear Jesus skillfully seeking the disciple’s understanding of who he 

truly is.  It’s as if Jesus wants to see if their faith is based on public opinion or based on the very 

presence of God in Jesus Christ.  Jesus does this by questioning the disciples about who people 

think he is.  And we hear them tell Jesus what the public thinks, John the Baptist, Elijah, 

Jeremiah, or one of the prophets.  But Jesus, more or less says, OK I’ve heard what public 

opinion says, now, tell me…who do you say I am?  Peter then boldly answers, "You are the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God."  After this very bold and very profound confession from 

Peter, we hear Jesus say: 

"Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, 

but my Father in heaven. 18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 

church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. (Matt 16:18) 

 

While none of us would openly admit it, we all seek and would love to receive this kind of 

recognition from Jesus that takes place in this exchange between Jesus and Peter.  We all assume 

a righteousness that we think warrants this kind of recognition from God.  But our self-

righteousness is gaged on ourselves through our judgments of others around us…and we find 

ourselves proclaiming our faith by quoting the Bible…chapter and verse in judgment of others 

along with such threats as… “God will judge you…you will have to stand before God one day!”  

Yes…we all will.  But keep in mind, it’s not Peter’s righteousness that Jesus recognizes and 

acknowledges, it’s his faith.   

 

Once again today, we hear of Peter’s faith within our Gospel lesson.  Today we learn that Peter, 

or Rock as the name suggests, is the very rock on which Jesus will build his church.  So, what is 

it that Jesus is building on?  We all know that Jesus is not going to literally build something on 

the physical body of Peter…his name may mean “Rock” but he is not a rock or the stone that can 

be built on.  Moreover, this “church” that Jesus is looking to build is also not built with stones 

and mortar.  The “church” Jesus is looking to establish is NOT a physical building.        

 

Before we get into what is happening between Jesus and Peter there is before us something to 

consider that just may be very easily overlooked and may cause us to reconsider our self-serving-

righteousness.  We hear at the opening of this Gospel lesson that Jesus and the disciples came 

into the district of Caesarea Philippi.  This seems to be a passing comment, however, it is a 
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reminder that Jesus is keenly aware of the poor, the marginalized, and the overlooked because 

this declaration of Jesus to build a church along with this confession of Peter…are the most 

profound declarations and they are made to a group of unlikely disciples in a place called 

Caesarea Philippi.  This place is a cacophony of conflicting religions and opinions amidst a 

boatload of immoral activities and pagan worship.  But this location of Caesarea Philippi and this 

exchange between Jesus and Peter shows the contrast of this place and the Holy Presence of 

Jesus Christ.  The contrast shows us that church happens in the most unlikely of places because 

of what church truly is meant to be and not where and what we think it should be.    

 

But here we are in this so-called-God-forsaken place and Peter confesses to Jesus that, "You are 

the Messiah, the Son of the living God."  Jesus then says to Peter in the English translation that, 

“you are Peter, on this rock I will build my church.”  Jesus does not say, “on you I will build my 

church.”  Jesus says: καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ.  Jesus literally says, and upon this the rock… 

πέτρᾳ …I will build of me the gathering.  Jesus does not say…Πέτρος…which is Peter’s name, 

He says πέτρᾳ which is rock or stone.  There is a clear distinction between the name of Peter 

and the rock upon which Jesus will build the ἐκκλησίαν1…the gathering, the church.  While the 

language indicates two separate things in this statement about Peter, these things are connected.  

So we see it is not Peter that Jesus is building on, it is something about Peter that Jesus is 

building on.   

 

This might then raise another question…is it Peter’s faith or is it Peter’s righteousness?  We can 

look then to the prophet Isaiah this morning in our first reading and find the answer: 

Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek the LORD. Look to the rock 

from which you were hewn, and to the quarry from which you were dug. (Isaiah 51:1)    

 

We are freely given the very faith that is our righteousness, but we continue to be pursuers of 

righteousness.  However, we pursue a righteousness that we assume we can acquire.  We want it 

I guess because we believe that through it God will find favor in us just as what we think Peter is 

receiving from Jesus today in this Gospel lesson.  We want the recognition of our righteousness, 

I guess because it makes us look good compared to those who we judge as unrighteous.  We 

pursue that righteousness for whatever reason but in our pursuit, do we find a genuine 

righteousness or an assumption about righteousness centered in our own self-evaluations and 

conclusions?   

 

St. Paul reminds that:  

For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The 

one who is righteous will live by faith.’ (Romans 1:17) 

 

Paul goes on to remind  

the Romans and us in his letter to Rome: 

But now, irrespective of law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is attested 

by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all 

who believe. For there is no distinction,  (Romans 3:21-22) 

 
1 καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ is pronounced, kai epi towte te petra.  Πέτρος is Peter’s name which is pronounced, Petros.  ἐκκλησίαν is pronounced 

ekklēsia, meaning a gathering or an assembly formed by one belief.    
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So what is my point in all of this?   

 

My point is this…Jesus is referring to the faith of Peter and not Peter himself or Peter’s 

righteousness that he has through his faith.  I know this is an age-old debate that has long been a 

bone of contention between the Protestant, the Catholic, and the Orthodox churches…is it Peter’s 

confession or is it Peter himself that the church is built on…or as I interpret it…is it Peter’s faith 

or is it Peter’s righteousness that is in question?  This all has been settled to say that the church is 

established…PERIOD.   

 

The church is built not because we have figured out its true meaning but rather, the church is 

established through or built on faith in Jesus Christ himself which is what gathers us, centers us, 

and is called into existence through the very faith that has been poured into each one of us who 

have gathered back then and those who have gathered through the ages.   

 

As we gather today, we gather with the Saints of every time and very place and we are united 

with the ceaseless petition of Jesus Christ who called us into existence as His body.  But this also 

raises another question for me about what is interpreted in the English language in today’s 

passage as the church.  The term interpreted as, “church,” is actually the Greek term I mentioned 

earlier, ἐκκλησία which by definition is: 

A regularly summoned legislative body, assembly, (or) a casual gathering of people, an 

assembly, a gathering with a shared belief.2  

 

For any who only read the Bible in the English language and claim that the Bible says what it 

says and means what it means, this term “church” being used today in this Gospel lesson is only 

found in Matthew’s Gospel.  But the English term “church” can also refer to a riotous mob and 

this is how Luke uses the term when writing about the Acts of the Apostles…Luke writes: 
32 Meanwhile, some were shouting one thing, some another; for the assembly (ἐκκλησία) 

was in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come together.  

(Acts 19:32) 

 

Today we have gathered by faith into the communion of our Lord’s rescuing arms in this 

worship, not because of who we are, or through what we have done.  The church is not 

established or maintained by our righteousness.  We, the church, are established and gathered as 

one body of Jesus Christ simply through faith, which is a common belief that Jesus Christ is the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God…he is our grace and our salvation.  This church is not built 

on, nor will it succumb to like-minded public opinions, rumors, or fads that we can point to from 

our self-righteous perch over the others.  It is not built on likes or dislikes.  This church is 

built…rather, this assembly is gathered by a faith that we not only confess but a faith that we live 

out not only as an assembled body, but we the church remain the church as we go about our 

everyday lives within our various contexts and environments…with our various fears and doubts 

amidst our troubles, our sorrows, and our struggles…along with all our defeats and 

disappointments and even in our joys, our successes.   

 

 
2 This term is defined using: A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature, 3rd Edition.  Revised and 

Edited by Fredrick William Danker.  Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000.  Pages 303-304, in combination with, 

www.billmounce.com/greek-dictionary/ekklesia While one can never trust the internet, I used, Basics of Biblical Greek, a trusted resource and 

text book for learning the Biblical Greek while attending seminary, by William D. Mounce.   
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We the church are only the true church as Bonhoeffer says, only when we are serving others.  

And today in this Gospel our faith is given a challenge.  It is a challenge to believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.  We are also challenged to NOT simply sit on that faith 

and keep it ourselves or keep it squeaky-clean.  We are being called out by our faith, to act upon 

that faith, that belief, to live our lives as if Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.   

 

Jesus is calling us to not only believe in him but also to follow him.  There is no doubt that faith 

today in our culture is a challenge to live out.  It is a challenge…but to truly believe what Jesus 

believes about us and gives to us because of that belief…we can only continue to live out that 

faith through the grace and mercy we share and make known in these challenging times.  

Through our faith, may we know and take comfort in…the fact that we are the Messiah’s plan 

for what the Messiah wants to do in the world and that is to save it and bring it all into God’s 

glorious kingdom.  Today, as we confess our belief in Jesus, it might serve us well to believe 

also that Jesus also believes in us…so much so that he gave His live to save us all.3   

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 
3 The closing paragraph is formed from Willimon’s theme for the appointed lessons for this 13 Sunday of Pentecost.  Willimon, William, Pulpit 

Resource, Vol. 39, No.3, Year A, July, August, September 2011.  “Believing, Acting, Believing,” Commentary for 21st Sunday in Ordinary Time, 

Proper 16, page 33-36  
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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

 

A few weeks ago, I began my sermon by explaining the meaning of Peter’s name in the Greek 

language.  I went on to say that if my name meant rock like Peter’s, I would not be climbing out 

of a boat and attempting to walk on the water.  But in that scene that Matthew set up for us a few 

weeks ago in the Gospel we heard Jesus also mention Peter’s faith as he walked on the water.  

Even though Peter’s faith was as Jesus said, “small” it was still enough faith to goad him out of 

the boat and onto the water until the wind whipped up and frightened him.  And then that small 

faith within Peter was enough for him to call out to Jesus and sink safely into the rescuing arms 

of Jesus as he reached out to Peter.  Then Jesus carries Peter safely back into the boat. We saw in 

this scene on the water that faith is not large or small; it is what saved Peter, it is what saves us 

all and makes us righteous before God and it is what gathers us all today into the rescuing arms 

of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.   

 

Today, in the Gospel, we hear Jesus skillfully seeking the disciple’s understanding of who he 

truly is.  It’s as if Jesus wants to see if their faith is based on public opinion or based on the very 

presence of God in Jesus Christ.  Jesus does this by questioning the disciples about who people 

think he is.  And we hear them tell Jesus what the public thinks, John the Baptist, Elijah, 

Jeremiah, or one of the prophets.  But Jesus, more or less says, OK I’ve heard what public 

opinion says, now, tell me…who do you say I am?  Peter then boldly answers, "You are the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God."  After this very bold and very profound confession from 

Peter, we hear Jesus say: 

"Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, 

but my Father in heaven. 18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 

church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. (Matt 16:18) 

 

While none of us would openly admit it, we all seek and would love to receive this kind of 

recognition from Jesus that takes place in this exchange between Jesus and Peter.  We all assume 

a righteousness that we think warrants this kind of recognition from God.  But our self-

righteousness is gaged on ourselves through our judgments of others around us…and we find 

ourselves proclaiming our faith by quoting the Bible…chapter and verse in judgment of others 

along with such threats as… “God will judge you…you will have to stand before God one day!”  

Yes…we all will.  But keep in mind, it’s not Peter’s righteousness that Jesus recognizes and 

acknowledges, it’s his faith.   

 

Once again today, we hear of Peter’s faith within our Gospel lesson.  Today we learn that Peter, 

or Rock as the name suggests, is the very rock on which Jesus will build his church.  So, what is 

it that Jesus is building on?  We all know that Jesus is not going to literally build something on 

the physical body of Peter…his name may mean “Rock” but he is not a rock or the stone that can 

be built on.  Moreover, this “church” that Jesus is looking to build is also not built with stones 

and mortar.  The “church” Jesus is looking to establish is NOT a physical building.        

 

Before we get into what is happening between Jesus and Peter there is before us something to 

consider that just may be very easily overlooked and may cause us to reconsider our self-serving-

righteousness.  We hear at the opening of this Gospel lesson that Jesus and the disciples came 

into the district of Caesarea Philippi.  This seems to be a passing comment, however, it is a 
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reminder that Jesus is keenly aware of the poor, the marginalized, and the overlooked because 

this declaration of Jesus to build a church along with this confession of Peter…are the most 

profound declarations and they are made to a group of unlikely disciples in a place called 

Caesarea Philippi.  This place is a cacophony of conflicting religions and opinions amidst a 

boatload of immoral activities and pagan worship.  But this location of Caesarea Philippi and this 

exchange between Jesus and Peter shows the contrast of this place and the Holy Presence of 

Jesus Christ.  The contrast shows us that church happens in the most unlikely of places because 

of what church truly is meant to be and not where and what we think it should be.    

 

But here we are in this so-called-God-forsaken place and Peter confesses to Jesus that, "You are 

the Messiah, the Son of the living God."  Jesus then says to Peter in the English translation that, 

“you are Peter, on this rock I will build my church.”  Jesus does not say, “on you I will build my 

church.”  Jesus says: καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ.  Jesus literally says, and upon this the rock… 

πέτρᾳ …I will build of me the gathering.  Jesus does not say…Πέτρος…which is Peter’s name, 

He says πέτρᾳ which is rock or stone.  There is a clear distinction between the name of Peter 

and the rock upon which Jesus will build the ἐκκλησίαν1…the gathering, the church.  While the 

language indicates two separate things in this statement about Peter, these things are connected.  

So we see it is not Peter that Jesus is building on, it is something about Peter that Jesus is 

building on.   

 

This might then raise another question…is it Peter’s faith or is it Peter’s righteousness?  We can 

look then to the prophet Isaiah this morning in our first reading and find the answer: 

Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek the LORD. Look to the rock 

from which you were hewn, and to the quarry from which you were dug. (Isaiah 51:1)    

 

We are freely given the very faith that is our righteousness, but we continue to be pursuers of 

righteousness.  However, we pursue a righteousness that we assume we can acquire.  We want it 

I guess because we believe that through it God will find favor in us just as what we think Peter is 

receiving from Jesus today in this Gospel lesson.  We want the recognition of our righteousness, 

I guess because it makes us look good compared to those who we judge as unrighteous.  We 

pursue that righteousness for whatever reason but in our pursuit, do we find a genuine 

righteousness or an assumption about righteousness centered in our own self-evaluations and 

conclusions?   

 

St. Paul reminds that:  

For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The 

one who is righteous will live by faith.’ (Romans 1:17) 

 

Paul goes on to remind  

the Romans and us in his letter to Rome: 

But now, irrespective of law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is attested 

by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all 

who believe. For there is no distinction,  (Romans 3:21-22) 

 
1 καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ is pronounced, kai epi towte te petra.  Πέτρος is Peter’s name which is pronounced, Petros.  ἐκκλησίαν is pronounced 

ekklēsia, meaning a gathering or an assembly formed by one belief.    
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So what is my point in all of this?   

 

My point is this…Jesus is referring to the faith of Peter and not Peter himself or Peter’s 

righteousness that he has through his faith.  I know this is an age-old debate that has long been a 

bone of contention between the Protestant, the Catholic, and the Orthodox churches…is it Peter’s 

confession or is it Peter himself that the church is built on…or as I interpret it…is it Peter’s faith 

or is it Peter’s righteousness that is in question?  This all has been settled to say that the church is 

established…PERIOD.   

 

The church is built not because we have figured out its true meaning but rather, the church is 

established through or built on faith in Jesus Christ himself which is what gathers us, centers us, 

and is called into existence through the very faith that has been poured into each one of us who 

have gathered back then and those who have gathered through the ages.   

 

As we gather today, we gather with the Saints of every time and very place and we are united 

with the ceaseless petition of Jesus Christ who called us into existence as His body.  But this also 

raises another question for me about what is interpreted in the English language in today’s 

passage as the church.  The term interpreted as, “church,” is actually the Greek term I mentioned 

earlier, ἐκκλησία which by definition is: 

A regularly summoned legislative body, assembly, (or) a casual gathering of people, an 

assembly, a gathering with a shared belief.2  

 

For any who only read the Bible in the English language and claim that the Bible says what it 

says and means what it means, this term “church” being used today in this Gospel lesson is only 

found in Matthew’s Gospel.  But the English term “church” can also refer to a riotous mob and 

this is how Luke uses the term when writing about the Acts of the Apostles…Luke writes: 
32 Meanwhile, some were shouting one thing, some another; for the assembly (ἐκκλησία) 

was in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come together.  

(Acts 19:32) 

 

Today we have gathered by faith into the communion of our Lord’s rescuing arms in this 

worship, not because of who we are, or through what we have done.  The church is not 

established or maintained by our righteousness.  We, the church, are established and gathered as 

one body of Jesus Christ simply through faith, which is a common belief that Jesus Christ is the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God…he is our grace and our salvation.  This church is not built 

on, nor will it succumb to like-minded public opinions, rumors, or fads that we can point to from 

our self-righteous perch over the others.  It is not built on likes or dislikes.  This church is 

built…rather, this assembly is gathered by a faith that we not only confess but a faith that we live 

out not only as an assembled body, but we the church remain the church as we go about our 

everyday lives within our various contexts and environments…with our various fears and doubts 

amidst our troubles, our sorrows, and our struggles…along with all our defeats and 

disappointments and even in our joys, our successes.   

 

 
2 This term is defined using: A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature, 3rd Edition.  Revised and 

Edited by Fredrick William Danker.  Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000.  Pages 303-304, in combination with, 

www.billmounce.com/greek-dictionary/ekklesia While one can never trust the internet, I used, Basics of Biblical Greek, a trusted resource and 

text book for learning the Biblical Greek while attending seminary, by William D. Mounce.   
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We the church are only the true church as Bonhoeffer says, only when we are serving others.  

And today in this Gospel our faith is given a challenge.  It is a challenge to believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.  We are also challenged to NOT simply sit on that faith 

and keep it ourselves or keep it squeaky-clean.  We are being called out by our faith, to act upon 

that faith, that belief, to live our lives as if Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.   

 

Jesus is calling us to not only believe in him but also to follow him.  There is no doubt that faith 

today in our culture is a challenge to live out.  It is a challenge…but to truly believe what Jesus 

believes about us and gives to us because of that belief…we can only continue to live out that 

faith through the grace and mercy we share and make known in these challenging times.  

Through our faith, may we know and take comfort in…the fact that we are the Messiah’s plan 

for what the Messiah wants to do in the world and that is to save it and bring it all into God’s 

glorious kingdom.  Today, as we confess our belief in Jesus, it might serve us well to believe 

also that Jesus also believes in us…so much so that he gave His live to save us all.3   

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 
3 The closing paragraph is formed from Willimon’s theme for the appointed lessons for this 13 Sunday of Pentecost.  Willimon, William, Pulpit 

Resource, Vol. 39, No.3, Year A, July, August, September 2011.  “Believing, Acting, Believing,” Commentary for 21st Sunday in Ordinary Time, 

Proper 16, page 33-36  
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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

 

A few weeks ago, I began my sermon by explaining the meaning of Peter’s name in the Greek 

language.  I went on to say that if my name meant rock like Peter’s, I would not be climbing out 

of a boat and attempting to walk on the water.  But in that scene that Matthew set up for us a few 

weeks ago in the Gospel we heard Jesus also mention Peter’s faith as he walked on the water.  

Even though Peter’s faith was as Jesus said, “small” it was still enough faith to goad him out of 

the boat and onto the water until the wind whipped up and frightened him.  And then that small 

faith within Peter was enough for him to call out to Jesus and sink safely into the rescuing arms 

of Jesus as he reached out to Peter.  Then Jesus carries Peter safely back into the boat. We saw in 

this scene on the water that faith is not large or small; it is what saved Peter, it is what saves us 

all and makes us righteous before God and it is what gathers us all today into the rescuing arms 

of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.   

 

Today, in the Gospel, we hear Jesus skillfully seeking the disciple’s understanding of who he 

truly is.  It’s as if Jesus wants to see if their faith is based on public opinion or based on the very 

presence of God in Jesus Christ.  Jesus does this by questioning the disciples about who people 

think he is.  And we hear them tell Jesus what the public thinks, John the Baptist, Elijah, 

Jeremiah, or one of the prophets.  But Jesus, more or less says, OK I’ve heard what public 

opinion says, now, tell me…who do you say I am?  Peter then boldly answers, "You are the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God."  After this very bold and very profound confession from 

Peter, we hear Jesus say: 

"Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, 

but my Father in heaven. 18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 

church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. (Matt 16:18) 

 

While none of us would openly admit it, we all seek and would love to receive this kind of 

recognition from Jesus that takes place in this exchange between Jesus and Peter.  We all assume 

a righteousness that we think warrants this kind of recognition from God.  But our self-

righteousness is gaged on ourselves through our judgments of others around us…and we find 

ourselves proclaiming our faith by quoting the Bible…chapter and verse in judgment of others 

along with such threats as… “God will judge you…you will have to stand before God one day!”  

Yes…we all will.  But keep in mind, it’s not Peter’s righteousness that Jesus recognizes and 

acknowledges, it’s his faith.   

 

Once again today, we hear of Peter’s faith within our Gospel lesson.  Today we learn that Peter, 

or Rock as the name suggests, is the very rock on which Jesus will build his church.  So, what is 

it that Jesus is building on?  We all know that Jesus is not going to literally build something on 

the physical body of Peter…his name may mean “Rock” but he is not a rock or the stone that can 

be built on.  Moreover, this “church” that Jesus is looking to build is also not built with stones 

and mortar.  The “church” Jesus is looking to establish is NOT a physical building.        

 

Before we get into what is happening between Jesus and Peter there is before us something to 

consider that just may be very easily overlooked and may cause us to reconsider our self-serving-

righteousness.  We hear at the opening of this Gospel lesson that Jesus and the disciples came 

into the district of Caesarea Philippi.  This seems to be a passing comment, however, it is a 
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reminder that Jesus is keenly aware of the poor, the marginalized, and the overlooked because 

this declaration of Jesus to build a church along with this confession of Peter…are the most 

profound declarations and they are made to a group of unlikely disciples in a place called 

Caesarea Philippi.  This place is a cacophony of conflicting religions and opinions amidst a 

boatload of immoral activities and pagan worship.  But this location of Caesarea Philippi and this 

exchange between Jesus and Peter shows the contrast of this place and the Holy Presence of 

Jesus Christ.  The contrast shows us that church happens in the most unlikely of places because 

of what church truly is meant to be and not where and what we think it should be.    

 

But here we are in this so-called-God-forsaken place and Peter confesses to Jesus that, "You are 

the Messiah, the Son of the living God."  Jesus then says to Peter in the English translation that, 

“you are Peter, on this rock I will build my church.”  Jesus does not say, “on you I will build my 

church.”  Jesus says: καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ.  Jesus literally says, and upon this the rock… 

πέτρᾳ …I will build of me the gathering.  Jesus does not say…Πέτρος…which is Peter’s name, 

He says πέτρᾳ which is rock or stone.  There is a clear distinction between the name of Peter 

and the rock upon which Jesus will build the ἐκκλησίαν1…the gathering, the church.  While the 

language indicates two separate things in this statement about Peter, these things are connected.  

So we see it is not Peter that Jesus is building on, it is something about Peter that Jesus is 

building on.   

 

This might then raise another question…is it Peter’s faith or is it Peter’s righteousness?  We can 

look then to the prophet Isaiah this morning in our first reading and find the answer: 

Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek the LORD. Look to the rock 

from which you were hewn, and to the quarry from which you were dug. (Isaiah 51:1)    

 

We are freely given the very faith that is our righteousness, but we continue to be pursuers of 

righteousness.  However, we pursue a righteousness that we assume we can acquire.  We want it 

I guess because we believe that through it God will find favor in us just as what we think Peter is 

receiving from Jesus today in this Gospel lesson.  We want the recognition of our righteousness, 

I guess because it makes us look good compared to those who we judge as unrighteous.  We 

pursue that righteousness for whatever reason but in our pursuit, do we find a genuine 

righteousness or an assumption about righteousness centered in our own self-evaluations and 

conclusions?   

 

St. Paul reminds that:  

For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The 

one who is righteous will live by faith.’ (Romans 1:17) 

 

Paul goes on to remind  

the Romans and us in his letter to Rome: 

But now, irrespective of law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is attested 

by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all 

who believe. For there is no distinction,  (Romans 3:21-22) 

 
1 καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ is pronounced, kai epi towte te petra.  Πέτρος is Peter’s name which is pronounced, Petros.  ἐκκλησίαν is pronounced 

ekklēsia, meaning a gathering or an assembly formed by one belief.    
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So what is my point in all of this?   

 

My point is this…Jesus is referring to the faith of Peter and not Peter himself or Peter’s 

righteousness that he has through his faith.  I know this is an age-old debate that has long been a 

bone of contention between the Protestant, the Catholic, and the Orthodox churches…is it Peter’s 

confession or is it Peter himself that the church is built on…or as I interpret it…is it Peter’s faith 

or is it Peter’s righteousness that is in question?  This all has been settled to say that the church is 

established…PERIOD.   

 

The church is built not because we have figured out its true meaning but rather, the church is 

established through or built on faith in Jesus Christ himself which is what gathers us, centers us, 

and is called into existence through the very faith that has been poured into each one of us who 

have gathered back then and those who have gathered through the ages.   

 

As we gather today, we gather with the Saints of every time and very place and we are united 

with the ceaseless petition of Jesus Christ who called us into existence as His body.  But this also 

raises another question for me about what is interpreted in the English language in today’s 

passage as the church.  The term interpreted as, “church,” is actually the Greek term I mentioned 

earlier, ἐκκλησία which by definition is: 

A regularly summoned legislative body, assembly, (or) a casual gathering of people, an 

assembly, a gathering with a shared belief.2  

 

For any who only read the Bible in the English language and claim that the Bible says what it 

says and means what it means, this term “church” being used today in this Gospel lesson is only 

found in Matthew’s Gospel.  But the English term “church” can also refer to a riotous mob and 

this is how Luke uses the term when writing about the Acts of the Apostles…Luke writes: 
32 Meanwhile, some were shouting one thing, some another; for the assembly (ἐκκλησία) 

was in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come together.  

(Acts 19:32) 

 

Today we have gathered by faith into the communion of our Lord’s rescuing arms in this 

worship, not because of who we are, or through what we have done.  The church is not 

established or maintained by our righteousness.  We, the church, are established and gathered as 

one body of Jesus Christ simply through faith, which is a common belief that Jesus Christ is the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God…he is our grace and our salvation.  This church is not built 

on, nor will it succumb to like-minded public opinions, rumors, or fads that we can point to from 

our self-righteous perch over the others.  It is not built on likes or dislikes.  This church is 

built…rather, this assembly is gathered by a faith that we not only confess but a faith that we live 

out not only as an assembled body, but we the church remain the church as we go about our 

everyday lives within our various contexts and environments…with our various fears and doubts 

amidst our troubles, our sorrows, and our struggles…along with all our defeats and 

disappointments and even in our joys, our successes.   

 

 
2 This term is defined using: A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature, 3rd Edition.  Revised and 

Edited by Fredrick William Danker.  Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000.  Pages 303-304, in combination with, 

www.billmounce.com/greek-dictionary/ekklesia While one can never trust the internet, I used, Basics of Biblical Greek, a trusted resource and 

text book for learning the Biblical Greek while attending seminary, by William D. Mounce.   
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We the church are only the true church as Bonhoeffer says, only when we are serving others.  

And today in this Gospel our faith is given a challenge.  It is a challenge to believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.  We are also challenged to NOT simply sit on that faith 

and keep it ourselves or keep it squeaky-clean.  We are being called out by our faith, to act upon 

that faith, that belief, to live our lives as if Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.   

 

Jesus is calling us to not only believe in him but also to follow him.  There is no doubt that faith 

today in our culture is a challenge to live out.  It is a challenge…but to truly believe what Jesus 

believes about us and gives to us because of that belief…we can only continue to live out that 

faith through the grace and mercy we share and make known in these challenging times.  

Through our faith, may we know and take comfort in…the fact that we are the Messiah’s plan 

for what the Messiah wants to do in the world and that is to save it and bring it all into God’s 

glorious kingdom.  Today, as we confess our belief in Jesus, it might serve us well to believe 

also that Jesus also believes in us…so much so that he gave His live to save us all.3   

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 
3 The closing paragraph is formed from Willimon’s theme for the appointed lessons for this 13 Sunday of Pentecost.  Willimon, William, Pulpit 

Resource, Vol. 39, No.3, Year A, July, August, September 2011.  “Believing, Acting, Believing,” Commentary for 21st Sunday in Ordinary Time, 

Proper 16, page 33-36  
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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

 

A few weeks ago, I began my sermon by explaining the meaning of Peter’s name in the Greek 

language.  I went on to say that if my name meant rock like Peter’s, I would not be climbing out 

of a boat and attempting to walk on the water.  But in that scene that Matthew set up for us a few 

weeks ago in the Gospel we heard Jesus also mention Peter’s faith as he walked on the water.  

Even though Peter’s faith was as Jesus said, “small” it was still enough faith to goad him out of 

the boat and onto the water until the wind whipped up and frightened him.  And then that small 

faith within Peter was enough for him to call out to Jesus and sink safely into the rescuing arms 

of Jesus as he reached out to Peter.  Then Jesus carries Peter safely back into the boat. We saw in 

this scene on the water that faith is not large or small; it is what saved Peter, it is what saves us 

all and makes us righteous before God and it is what gathers us all today into the rescuing arms 

of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.   

 

Today, in the Gospel, we hear Jesus skillfully seeking the disciple’s understanding of who he 

truly is.  It’s as if Jesus wants to see if their faith is based on public opinion or based on the very 

presence of God in Jesus Christ.  Jesus does this by questioning the disciples about who people 

think he is.  And we hear them tell Jesus what the public thinks, John the Baptist, Elijah, 

Jeremiah, or one of the prophets.  But Jesus, more or less says, OK I’ve heard what public 

opinion says, now, tell me…who do you say I am?  Peter then boldly answers, "You are the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God."  After this very bold and very profound confession from 

Peter, we hear Jesus say: 

"Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, 

but my Father in heaven. 18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 

church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. (Matt 16:18) 

 

While none of us would openly admit it, we all seek and would love to receive this kind of 

recognition from Jesus that takes place in this exchange between Jesus and Peter.  We all assume 

a righteousness that we think warrants this kind of recognition from God.  But our self-

righteousness is gaged on ourselves through our judgments of others around us…and we find 

ourselves proclaiming our faith by quoting the Bible…chapter and verse in judgment of others 

along with such threats as… “God will judge you…you will have to stand before God one day!”  

Yes…we all will.  But keep in mind, it’s not Peter’s righteousness that Jesus recognizes and 

acknowledges, it’s his faith.   

 

Once again today, we hear of Peter’s faith within our Gospel lesson.  Today we learn that Peter, 

or Rock as the name suggests, is the very rock on which Jesus will build his church.  So, what is 

it that Jesus is building on?  We all know that Jesus is not going to literally build something on 

the physical body of Peter…his name may mean “Rock” but he is not a rock or the stone that can 

be built on.  Moreover, this “church” that Jesus is looking to build is also not built with stones 

and mortar.  The “church” Jesus is looking to establish is NOT a physical building.        

 

Before we get into what is happening between Jesus and Peter there is before us something to 

consider that just may be very easily overlooked and may cause us to reconsider our self-serving-

righteousness.  We hear at the opening of this Gospel lesson that Jesus and the disciples came 

into the district of Caesarea Philippi.  This seems to be a passing comment, however, it is a 
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reminder that Jesus is keenly aware of the poor, the marginalized, and the overlooked because 

this declaration of Jesus to build a church along with this confession of Peter…are the most 

profound declarations and they are made to a group of unlikely disciples in a place called 

Caesarea Philippi.  This place is a cacophony of conflicting religions and opinions amidst a 

boatload of immoral activities and pagan worship.  But this location of Caesarea Philippi and this 

exchange between Jesus and Peter shows the contrast of this place and the Holy Presence of 

Jesus Christ.  The contrast shows us that church happens in the most unlikely of places because 

of what church truly is meant to be and not where and what we think it should be.    

 

But here we are in this so-called-God-forsaken place and Peter confesses to Jesus that, "You are 

the Messiah, the Son of the living God."  Jesus then says to Peter in the English translation that, 

“you are Peter, on this rock I will build my church.”  Jesus does not say, “on you I will build my 

church.”  Jesus says: καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ.  Jesus literally says, and upon this the rock… 

πέτρᾳ …I will build of me the gathering.  Jesus does not say…Πέτρος…which is Peter’s name, 

He says πέτρᾳ which is rock or stone.  There is a clear distinction between the name of Peter 

and the rock upon which Jesus will build the ἐκκλησίαν1…the gathering, the church.  While the 

language indicates two separate things in this statement about Peter, these things are connected.  

So we see it is not Peter that Jesus is building on, it is something about Peter that Jesus is 

building on.   

 

This might then raise another question…is it Peter’s faith or is it Peter’s righteousness?  We can 

look then to the prophet Isaiah this morning in our first reading and find the answer: 

Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek the LORD. Look to the rock 

from which you were hewn, and to the quarry from which you were dug. (Isaiah 51:1)    

 

We are freely given the very faith that is our righteousness, but we continue to be pursuers of 

righteousness.  However, we pursue a righteousness that we assume we can acquire.  We want it 

I guess because we believe that through it God will find favor in us just as what we think Peter is 

receiving from Jesus today in this Gospel lesson.  We want the recognition of our righteousness, 

I guess because it makes us look good compared to those who we judge as unrighteous.  We 

pursue that righteousness for whatever reason but in our pursuit, do we find a genuine 

righteousness or an assumption about righteousness centered in our own self-evaluations and 

conclusions?   

 

St. Paul reminds that:  

For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The 

one who is righteous will live by faith.’ (Romans 1:17) 

 

Paul goes on to remind  

the Romans and us in his letter to Rome: 

But now, irrespective of law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is attested 

by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all 

who believe. For there is no distinction,  (Romans 3:21-22) 

 
1 καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ is pronounced, kai epi towte te petra.  Πέτρος is Peter’s name which is pronounced, Petros.  ἐκκλησίαν is pronounced 

ekklēsia, meaning a gathering or an assembly formed by one belief.    



Mark S. Kopp                                                               St. Paul Lutheran Church, Millersville                      Isaiah 51:1-6                                    

August 27, 2023                                                                           Page 3 of 4                                                                                 Romans 12:1-8             

13 Pent 16-21 A                                                                                                                                                                                  Matthew 16:13-20 

So what is my point in all of this?   

 

My point is this…Jesus is referring to the faith of Peter and not Peter himself or Peter’s 

righteousness that he has through his faith.  I know this is an age-old debate that has long been a 

bone of contention between the Protestant, the Catholic, and the Orthodox churches…is it Peter’s 

confession or is it Peter himself that the church is built on…or as I interpret it…is it Peter’s faith 

or is it Peter’s righteousness that is in question?  This all has been settled to say that the church is 

established…PERIOD.   

 

The church is built not because we have figured out its true meaning but rather, the church is 

established through or built on faith in Jesus Christ himself which is what gathers us, centers us, 

and is called into existence through the very faith that has been poured into each one of us who 

have gathered back then and those who have gathered through the ages.   

 

As we gather today, we gather with the Saints of every time and very place and we are united 

with the ceaseless petition of Jesus Christ who called us into existence as His body.  But this also 

raises another question for me about what is interpreted in the English language in today’s 

passage as the church.  The term interpreted as, “church,” is actually the Greek term I mentioned 

earlier, ἐκκλησία which by definition is: 

A regularly summoned legislative body, assembly, (or) a casual gathering of people, an 

assembly, a gathering with a shared belief.2  

 

For any who only read the Bible in the English language and claim that the Bible says what it 

says and means what it means, this term “church” being used today in this Gospel lesson is only 

found in Matthew’s Gospel.  But the English term “church” can also refer to a riotous mob and 

this is how Luke uses the term when writing about the Acts of the Apostles…Luke writes: 
32 Meanwhile, some were shouting one thing, some another; for the assembly (ἐκκλησία) 

was in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come together.  

(Acts 19:32) 

 

Today we have gathered by faith into the communion of our Lord’s rescuing arms in this 

worship, not because of who we are, or through what we have done.  The church is not 

established or maintained by our righteousness.  We, the church, are established and gathered as 

one body of Jesus Christ simply through faith, which is a common belief that Jesus Christ is the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God…he is our grace and our salvation.  This church is not built 

on, nor will it succumb to like-minded public opinions, rumors, or fads that we can point to from 

our self-righteous perch over the others.  It is not built on likes or dislikes.  This church is 

built…rather, this assembly is gathered by a faith that we not only confess but a faith that we live 

out not only as an assembled body, but we the church remain the church as we go about our 

everyday lives within our various contexts and environments…with our various fears and doubts 

amidst our troubles, our sorrows, and our struggles…along with all our defeats and 

disappointments and even in our joys, our successes.   

 

 
2 This term is defined using: A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature, 3rd Edition.  Revised and 

Edited by Fredrick William Danker.  Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000.  Pages 303-304, in combination with, 

www.billmounce.com/greek-dictionary/ekklesia While one can never trust the internet, I used, Basics of Biblical Greek, a trusted resource and 

text book for learning the Biblical Greek while attending seminary, by William D. Mounce.   
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We the church are only the true church as Bonhoeffer says, only when we are serving others.  

And today in this Gospel our faith is given a challenge.  It is a challenge to believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.  We are also challenged to NOT simply sit on that faith 

and keep it ourselves or keep it squeaky-clean.  We are being called out by our faith, to act upon 

that faith, that belief, to live our lives as if Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.   

 

Jesus is calling us to not only believe in him but also to follow him.  There is no doubt that faith 

today in our culture is a challenge to live out.  It is a challenge…but to truly believe what Jesus 

believes about us and gives to us because of that belief…we can only continue to live out that 

faith through the grace and mercy we share and make known in these challenging times.  

Through our faith, may we know and take comfort in…the fact that we are the Messiah’s plan 

for what the Messiah wants to do in the world and that is to save it and bring it all into God’s 

glorious kingdom.  Today, as we confess our belief in Jesus, it might serve us well to believe 

also that Jesus also believes in us…so much so that he gave His live to save us all.3   

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 
3 The closing paragraph is formed from Willimon’s theme for the appointed lessons for this 13 Sunday of Pentecost.  Willimon, William, Pulpit 

Resource, Vol. 39, No.3, Year A, July, August, September 2011.  “Believing, Acting, Believing,” Commentary for 21st Sunday in Ordinary Time, 

Proper 16, page 33-36  
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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

 

A few weeks ago, I began my sermon by explaining the meaning of Peter’s name in the Greek 

language.  I went on to say that if my name meant rock like Peter’s, I would not be climbing out 

of a boat and attempting to walk on the water.  But in that scene that Matthew set up for us a few 

weeks ago in the Gospel we heard Jesus also mention Peter’s faith as he walked on the water.  

Even though Peter’s faith was as Jesus said, “small” it was still enough faith to goad him out of 

the boat and onto the water until the wind whipped up and frightened him.  And then that small 

faith within Peter was enough for him to call out to Jesus and sink safely into the rescuing arms 

of Jesus as he reached out to Peter.  Then Jesus carries Peter safely back into the boat. We saw in 

this scene on the water that faith is not large or small; it is what saved Peter, it is what saves us 

all and makes us righteous before God and it is what gathers us all today into the rescuing arms 

of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.   

 

Today, in the Gospel, we hear Jesus skillfully seeking the disciple’s understanding of who he 

truly is.  It’s as if Jesus wants to see if their faith is based on public opinion or based on the very 

presence of God in Jesus Christ.  Jesus does this by questioning the disciples about who people 

think he is.  And we hear them tell Jesus what the public thinks, John the Baptist, Elijah, 

Jeremiah, or one of the prophets.  But Jesus, more or less says, OK I’ve heard what public 

opinion says, now, tell me…who do you say I am?  Peter then boldly answers, "You are the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God."  After this very bold and very profound confession from 

Peter, we hear Jesus say: 

"Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, 

but my Father in heaven. 18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 

church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. (Matt 16:18) 

 

While none of us would openly admit it, we all seek and would love to receive this kind of 

recognition from Jesus that takes place in this exchange between Jesus and Peter.  We all assume 

a righteousness that we think warrants this kind of recognition from God.  But our self-

righteousness is gaged on ourselves through our judgments of others around us…and we find 

ourselves proclaiming our faith by quoting the Bible…chapter and verse in judgment of others 

along with such threats as… “God will judge you…you will have to stand before God one day!”  

Yes…we all will.  But keep in mind, it’s not Peter’s righteousness that Jesus recognizes and 

acknowledges, it’s his faith.   

 

Once again today, we hear of Peter’s faith within our Gospel lesson.  Today we learn that Peter, 

or Rock as the name suggests, is the very rock on which Jesus will build his church.  So, what is 

it that Jesus is building on?  We all know that Jesus is not going to literally build something on 

the physical body of Peter…his name may mean “Rock” but he is not a rock or the stone that can 

be built on.  Moreover, this “church” that Jesus is looking to build is also not built with stones 

and mortar.  The “church” Jesus is looking to establish is NOT a physical building.        

 

Before we get into what is happening between Jesus and Peter there is before us something to 

consider that just may be very easily overlooked and may cause us to reconsider our self-serving-

righteousness.  We hear at the opening of this Gospel lesson that Jesus and the disciples came 

into the district of Caesarea Philippi.  This seems to be a passing comment, however, it is a 
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reminder that Jesus is keenly aware of the poor, the marginalized, and the overlooked because 

this declaration of Jesus to build a church along with this confession of Peter…are the most 

profound declarations and they are made to a group of unlikely disciples in a place called 

Caesarea Philippi.  This place is a cacophony of conflicting religions and opinions amidst a 

boatload of immoral activities and pagan worship.  But this location of Caesarea Philippi and this 

exchange between Jesus and Peter shows the contrast of this place and the Holy Presence of 

Jesus Christ.  The contrast shows us that church happens in the most unlikely of places because 

of what church truly is meant to be and not where and what we think it should be.    

 

But here we are in this so-called-God-forsaken place and Peter confesses to Jesus that, "You are 

the Messiah, the Son of the living God."  Jesus then says to Peter in the English translation that, 

“you are Peter, on this rock I will build my church.”  Jesus does not say, “on you I will build my 

church.”  Jesus says: καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ.  Jesus literally says, and upon this the rock… 

πέτρᾳ …I will build of me the gathering.  Jesus does not say…Πέτρος…which is Peter’s name, 

He says πέτρᾳ which is rock or stone.  There is a clear distinction between the name of Peter 

and the rock upon which Jesus will build the ἐκκλησίαν1…the gathering, the church.  While the 

language indicates two separate things in this statement about Peter, these things are connected.  

So we see it is not Peter that Jesus is building on, it is something about Peter that Jesus is 

building on.   

 

This might then raise another question…is it Peter’s faith or is it Peter’s righteousness?  We can 

look then to the prophet Isaiah this morning in our first reading and find the answer: 

Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek the LORD. Look to the rock 

from which you were hewn, and to the quarry from which you were dug. (Isaiah 51:1)    

 

We are freely given the very faith that is our righteousness, but we continue to be pursuers of 

righteousness.  However, we pursue a righteousness that we assume we can acquire.  We want it 

I guess because we believe that through it God will find favor in us just as what we think Peter is 

receiving from Jesus today in this Gospel lesson.  We want the recognition of our righteousness, 

I guess because it makes us look good compared to those who we judge as unrighteous.  We 

pursue that righteousness for whatever reason but in our pursuit, do we find a genuine 

righteousness or an assumption about righteousness centered in our own self-evaluations and 

conclusions?   

 

St. Paul reminds that:  

For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The 

one who is righteous will live by faith.’ (Romans 1:17) 

 

Paul goes on to remind  

the Romans and us in his letter to Rome: 

But now, irrespective of law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is attested 

by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all 

who believe. For there is no distinction,  (Romans 3:21-22) 

 
1 καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ is pronounced, kai epi towte te petra.  Πέτρος is Peter’s name which is pronounced, Petros.  ἐκκλησίαν is pronounced 

ekklēsia, meaning a gathering or an assembly formed by one belief.    
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So what is my point in all of this?   

 

My point is this…Jesus is referring to the faith of Peter and not Peter himself or Peter’s 

righteousness that he has through his faith.  I know this is an age-old debate that has long been a 

bone of contention between the Protestant, the Catholic, and the Orthodox churches…is it Peter’s 

confession or is it Peter himself that the church is built on…or as I interpret it…is it Peter’s faith 

or is it Peter’s righteousness that is in question?  This all has been settled to say that the church is 

established…PERIOD.   

 

The church is built not because we have figured out its true meaning but rather, the church is 

established through or built on faith in Jesus Christ himself which is what gathers us, centers us, 

and is called into existence through the very faith that has been poured into each one of us who 

have gathered back then and those who have gathered through the ages.   

 

As we gather today, we gather with the Saints of every time and very place and we are united 

with the ceaseless petition of Jesus Christ who called us into existence as His body.  But this also 

raises another question for me about what is interpreted in the English language in today’s 

passage as the church.  The term interpreted as, “church,” is actually the Greek term I mentioned 

earlier, ἐκκλησία which by definition is: 

A regularly summoned legislative body, assembly, (or) a casual gathering of people, an 

assembly, a gathering with a shared belief.2  

 

For any who only read the Bible in the English language and claim that the Bible says what it 

says and means what it means, this term “church” being used today in this Gospel lesson is only 

found in Matthew’s Gospel.  But the English term “church” can also refer to a riotous mob and 

this is how Luke uses the term when writing about the Acts of the Apostles…Luke writes: 
32 Meanwhile, some were shouting one thing, some another; for the assembly (ἐκκλησία) 

was in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come together.  

(Acts 19:32) 

 

Today we have gathered by faith into the communion of our Lord’s rescuing arms in this 

worship, not because of who we are, or through what we have done.  The church is not 

established or maintained by our righteousness.  We, the church, are established and gathered as 

one body of Jesus Christ simply through faith, which is a common belief that Jesus Christ is the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God…he is our grace and our salvation.  This church is not built 

on, nor will it succumb to like-minded public opinions, rumors, or fads that we can point to from 

our self-righteous perch over the others.  It is not built on likes or dislikes.  This church is 

built…rather, this assembly is gathered by a faith that we not only confess but a faith that we live 

out not only as an assembled body, but we the church remain the church as we go about our 

everyday lives within our various contexts and environments…with our various fears and doubts 

amidst our troubles, our sorrows, and our struggles…along with all our defeats and 

disappointments and even in our joys, our successes.   

 

 
2 This term is defined using: A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature, 3rd Edition.  Revised and 

Edited by Fredrick William Danker.  Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000.  Pages 303-304, in combination with, 

www.billmounce.com/greek-dictionary/ekklesia While one can never trust the internet, I used, Basics of Biblical Greek, a trusted resource and 

text book for learning the Biblical Greek while attending seminary, by William D. Mounce.   
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We the church are only the true church as Bonhoeffer says, only when we are serving others.  

And today in this Gospel our faith is given a challenge.  It is a challenge to believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.  We are also challenged to NOT simply sit on that faith 

and keep it ourselves or keep it squeaky-clean.  We are being called out by our faith, to act upon 

that faith, that belief, to live our lives as if Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.   

 

Jesus is calling us to not only believe in him but also to follow him.  There is no doubt that faith 

today in our culture is a challenge to live out.  It is a challenge…but to truly believe what Jesus 

believes about us and gives to us because of that belief…we can only continue to live out that 

faith through the grace and mercy we share and make known in these challenging times.  

Through our faith, may we know and take comfort in…the fact that we are the Messiah’s plan 

for what the Messiah wants to do in the world and that is to save it and bring it all into God’s 

glorious kingdom.  Today, as we confess our belief in Jesus, it might serve us well to believe 

also that Jesus also believes in us…so much so that he gave His live to save us all.3   

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 
3 The closing paragraph is formed from Willimon’s theme for the appointed lessons for this 13 Sunday of Pentecost.  Willimon, William, Pulpit 

Resource, Vol. 39, No.3, Year A, July, August, September 2011.  “Believing, Acting, Believing,” Commentary for 21st Sunday in Ordinary Time, 

Proper 16, page 33-36  
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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

 

A few weeks ago, I began my sermon by explaining the meaning of Peter’s name in the Greek 

language.  I went on to say that if my name meant rock like Peter’s, I would not be climbing out 

of a boat and attempting to walk on the water.  But in that scene that Matthew set up for us a few 

weeks ago in the Gospel we heard Jesus also mention Peter’s faith as he walked on the water.  

Even though Peter’s faith was as Jesus said, “small” it was still enough faith to goad him out of 

the boat and onto the water until the wind whipped up and frightened him.  And then that small 

faith within Peter was enough for him to call out to Jesus and sink safely into the rescuing arms 

of Jesus as he reached out to Peter.  Then Jesus carries Peter safely back into the boat. We saw in 

this scene on the water that faith is not large or small; it is what saved Peter, it is what saves us 

all and makes us righteous before God and it is what gathers us all today into the rescuing arms 

of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.   

 

Today, in the Gospel, we hear Jesus skillfully seeking the disciple’s understanding of who he 

truly is.  It’s as if Jesus wants to see if their faith is based on public opinion or based on the very 

presence of God in Jesus Christ.  Jesus does this by questioning the disciples about who people 

think he is.  And we hear them tell Jesus what the public thinks, John the Baptist, Elijah, 

Jeremiah, or one of the prophets.  But Jesus, more or less says, OK I’ve heard what public 

opinion says, now, tell me…who do you say I am?  Peter then boldly answers, "You are the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God."  After this very bold and very profound confession from 

Peter, we hear Jesus say: 

"Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, 

but my Father in heaven. 18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 

church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. (Matt 16:18) 

 

While none of us would openly admit it, we all seek and would love to receive this kind of 

recognition from Jesus that takes place in this exchange between Jesus and Peter.  We all assume 

a righteousness that we think warrants this kind of recognition from God.  But our self-

righteousness is gaged on ourselves through our judgments of others around us…and we find 

ourselves proclaiming our faith by quoting the Bible…chapter and verse in judgment of others 

along with such threats as… “God will judge you…you will have to stand before God one day!”  

Yes…we all will.  But keep in mind, it’s not Peter’s righteousness that Jesus recognizes and 

acknowledges, it’s his faith.   

 

Once again today, we hear of Peter’s faith within our Gospel lesson.  Today we learn that Peter, 

or Rock as the name suggests, is the very rock on which Jesus will build his church.  So, what is 

it that Jesus is building on?  We all know that Jesus is not going to literally build something on 

the physical body of Peter…his name may mean “Rock” but he is not a rock or the stone that can 

be built on.  Moreover, this “church” that Jesus is looking to build is also not built with stones 

and mortar.  The “church” Jesus is looking to establish is NOT a physical building.        

 

Before we get into what is happening between Jesus and Peter there is before us something to 

consider that just may be very easily overlooked and may cause us to reconsider our self-serving-

righteousness.  We hear at the opening of this Gospel lesson that Jesus and the disciples came 

into the district of Caesarea Philippi.  This seems to be a passing comment, however, it is a 
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reminder that Jesus is keenly aware of the poor, the marginalized, and the overlooked because 

this declaration of Jesus to build a church along with this confession of Peter…are the most 

profound declarations and they are made to a group of unlikely disciples in a place called 

Caesarea Philippi.  This place is a cacophony of conflicting religions and opinions amidst a 

boatload of immoral activities and pagan worship.  But this location of Caesarea Philippi and this 

exchange between Jesus and Peter shows the contrast of this place and the Holy Presence of 

Jesus Christ.  The contrast shows us that church happens in the most unlikely of places because 

of what church truly is meant to be and not where and what we think it should be.    

 

But here we are in this so-called-God-forsaken place and Peter confesses to Jesus that, "You are 

the Messiah, the Son of the living God."  Jesus then says to Peter in the English translation that, 

“you are Peter, on this rock I will build my church.”  Jesus does not say, “on you I will build my 

church.”  Jesus says: καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ.  Jesus literally says, and upon this the rock… 

πέτρᾳ …I will build of me the gathering.  Jesus does not say…Πέτρος…which is Peter’s name, 

He says πέτρᾳ which is rock or stone.  There is a clear distinction between the name of Peter 

and the rock upon which Jesus will build the ἐκκλησίαν1…the gathering, the church.  While the 

language indicates two separate things in this statement about Peter, these things are connected.  

So we see it is not Peter that Jesus is building on, it is something about Peter that Jesus is 

building on.   

 

This might then raise another question…is it Peter’s faith or is it Peter’s righteousness?  We can 

look then to the prophet Isaiah this morning in our first reading and find the answer: 

Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek the LORD. Look to the rock 

from which you were hewn, and to the quarry from which you were dug. (Isaiah 51:1)    

 

We are freely given the very faith that is our righteousness, but we continue to be pursuers of 

righteousness.  However, we pursue a righteousness that we assume we can acquire.  We want it 

I guess because we believe that through it God will find favor in us just as what we think Peter is 

receiving from Jesus today in this Gospel lesson.  We want the recognition of our righteousness, 

I guess because it makes us look good compared to those who we judge as unrighteous.  We 

pursue that righteousness for whatever reason but in our pursuit, do we find a genuine 

righteousness or an assumption about righteousness centered in our own self-evaluations and 

conclusions?   

 

St. Paul reminds that:  

For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The 

one who is righteous will live by faith.’ (Romans 1:17) 

 

Paul goes on to remind  

the Romans and us in his letter to Rome: 

But now, irrespective of law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is attested 

by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all 

who believe. For there is no distinction,  (Romans 3:21-22) 

 
1 καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ is pronounced, kai epi towte te petra.  Πέτρος is Peter’s name which is pronounced, Petros.  ἐκκλησίαν is pronounced 

ekklēsia, meaning a gathering or an assembly formed by one belief.    
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So what is my point in all of this?   

 

My point is this…Jesus is referring to the faith of Peter and not Peter himself or Peter’s 

righteousness that he has through his faith.  I know this is an age-old debate that has long been a 

bone of contention between the Protestant, the Catholic, and the Orthodox churches…is it Peter’s 

confession or is it Peter himself that the church is built on…or as I interpret it…is it Peter’s faith 

or is it Peter’s righteousness that is in question?  This all has been settled to say that the church is 

established…PERIOD.   

 

The church is built not because we have figured out its true meaning but rather, the church is 

established through or built on faith in Jesus Christ himself which is what gathers us, centers us, 

and is called into existence through the very faith that has been poured into each one of us who 

have gathered back then and those who have gathered through the ages.   

 

As we gather today, we gather with the Saints of every time and very place and we are united 

with the ceaseless petition of Jesus Christ who called us into existence as His body.  But this also 

raises another question for me about what is interpreted in the English language in today’s 

passage as the church.  The term interpreted as, “church,” is actually the Greek term I mentioned 

earlier, ἐκκλησία which by definition is: 

A regularly summoned legislative body, assembly, (or) a casual gathering of people, an 

assembly, a gathering with a shared belief.2  

 

For any who only read the Bible in the English language and claim that the Bible says what it 

says and means what it means, this term “church” being used today in this Gospel lesson is only 

found in Matthew’s Gospel.  But the English term “church” can also refer to a riotous mob and 

this is how Luke uses the term when writing about the Acts of the Apostles…Luke writes: 
32 Meanwhile, some were shouting one thing, some another; for the assembly (ἐκκλησία) 

was in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come together.  

(Acts 19:32) 

 

Today we have gathered by faith into the communion of our Lord’s rescuing arms in this 

worship, not because of who we are, or through what we have done.  The church is not 

established or maintained by our righteousness.  We, the church, are established and gathered as 

one body of Jesus Christ simply through faith, which is a common belief that Jesus Christ is the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God…he is our grace and our salvation.  This church is not built 

on, nor will it succumb to like-minded public opinions, rumors, or fads that we can point to from 

our self-righteous perch over the others.  It is not built on likes or dislikes.  This church is 

built…rather, this assembly is gathered by a faith that we not only confess but a faith that we live 

out not only as an assembled body, but we the church remain the church as we go about our 

everyday lives within our various contexts and environments…with our various fears and doubts 

amidst our troubles, our sorrows, and our struggles…along with all our defeats and 

disappointments and even in our joys, our successes.   

 

 
2 This term is defined using: A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature, 3rd Edition.  Revised and 

Edited by Fredrick William Danker.  Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000.  Pages 303-304, in combination with, 

www.billmounce.com/greek-dictionary/ekklesia While one can never trust the internet, I used, Basics of Biblical Greek, a trusted resource and 

text book for learning the Biblical Greek while attending seminary, by William D. Mounce.   
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We the church are only the true church as Bonhoeffer says, only when we are serving others.  

And today in this Gospel our faith is given a challenge.  It is a challenge to believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.  We are also challenged to NOT simply sit on that faith 

and keep it ourselves or keep it squeaky-clean.  We are being called out by our faith, to act upon 

that faith, that belief, to live our lives as if Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.   

 

Jesus is calling us to not only believe in him but also to follow him.  There is no doubt that faith 

today in our culture is a challenge to live out.  It is a challenge…but to truly believe what Jesus 

believes about us and gives to us because of that belief…we can only continue to live out that 

faith through the grace and mercy we share and make known in these challenging times.  

Through our faith, may we know and take comfort in…the fact that we are the Messiah’s plan 

for what the Messiah wants to do in the world and that is to save it and bring it all into God’s 

glorious kingdom.  Today, as we confess our belief in Jesus, it might serve us well to believe 

also that Jesus also believes in us…so much so that he gave His live to save us all.3   

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 
3 The closing paragraph is formed from Willimon’s theme for the appointed lessons for this 13 Sunday of Pentecost.  Willimon, William, Pulpit 

Resource, Vol. 39, No.3, Year A, July, August, September 2011.  “Believing, Acting, Believing,” Commentary for 21st Sunday in Ordinary Time, 

Proper 16, page 33-36  
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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Amen. 

 

A few weeks ago, I began my sermon by explaining the meaning of Peter’s name in the Greek 

language.  I went on to say that if my name meant rock like Peter’s, I would not be climbing out 

of a boat and attempting to walk on the water.  But in that scene that Matthew set up for us a few 

weeks ago in the Gospel we heard Jesus also mention Peter’s faith as he walked on the water.  

Even though Peter’s faith was as Jesus said, “small” it was still enough faith to goad him out of 

the boat and onto the water until the wind whipped up and frightened him.  And then that small 

faith within Peter was enough for him to call out to Jesus and sink safely into the rescuing arms 

of Jesus as he reached out to Peter.  Then Jesus carries Peter safely back into the boat. We saw in 

this scene on the water that faith is not large or small; it is what saved Peter, it is what saves us 

all and makes us righteous before God and it is what gathers us all today into the rescuing arms 

of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.   

 

Today, in the Gospel, we hear Jesus skillfully seeking the disciple’s understanding of who he 

truly is.  It’s as if Jesus wants to see if their faith is based on public opinion or based on the very 

presence of God in Jesus Christ.  Jesus does this by questioning the disciples about who people 

think he is.  And we hear them tell Jesus what the public thinks, John the Baptist, Elijah, 

Jeremiah, or one of the prophets.  But Jesus, more or less says, OK I’ve heard what public 

opinion says, now, tell me…who do you say I am?  Peter then boldly answers, "You are the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God."  After this very bold and very profound confession from 

Peter, we hear Jesus say: 

"Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, 

but my Father in heaven. 18 And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 

church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. (Matt 16:18) 

 

While none of us would openly admit it, we all seek and would love to receive this kind of 

recognition from Jesus that takes place in this exchange between Jesus and Peter.  We all assume 

a righteousness that we think warrants this kind of recognition from God.  But our self-

righteousness is gaged on ourselves through our judgments of others around us…and we find 

ourselves proclaiming our faith by quoting the Bible…chapter and verse in judgment of others 

along with such threats as… “God will judge you…you will have to stand before God one day!”  

Yes…we all will.  But keep in mind, it’s not Peter’s righteousness that Jesus recognizes and 

acknowledges, it’s his faith.   

 

Once again today, we hear of Peter’s faith within our Gospel lesson.  Today we learn that Peter, 

or Rock as the name suggests, is the very rock on which Jesus will build his church.  So, what is 

it that Jesus is building on?  We all know that Jesus is not going to literally build something on 

the physical body of Peter…his name may mean “Rock” but he is not a rock or the stone that can 

be built on.  Moreover, this “church” that Jesus is looking to build is also not built with stones 

and mortar.  The “church” Jesus is looking to establish is NOT a physical building.        

 

Before we get into what is happening between Jesus and Peter there is before us something to 

consider that just may be very easily overlooked and may cause us to reconsider our self-serving-

righteousness.  We hear at the opening of this Gospel lesson that Jesus and the disciples came 

into the district of Caesarea Philippi.  This seems to be a passing comment, however, it is a 
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reminder that Jesus is keenly aware of the poor, the marginalized, and the overlooked because 

this declaration of Jesus to build a church along with this confession of Peter…are the most 

profound declarations and they are made to a group of unlikely disciples in a place called 

Caesarea Philippi.  This place is a cacophony of conflicting religions and opinions amidst a 

boatload of immoral activities and pagan worship.  But this location of Caesarea Philippi and this 

exchange between Jesus and Peter shows the contrast of this place and the Holy Presence of 

Jesus Christ.  The contrast shows us that church happens in the most unlikely of places because 

of what church truly is meant to be and not where and what we think it should be.    

 

But here we are in this so-called-God-forsaken place and Peter confesses to Jesus that, "You are 

the Messiah, the Son of the living God."  Jesus then says to Peter in the English translation that, 

“you are Peter, on this rock I will build my church.”  Jesus does not say, “on you I will build my 

church.”  Jesus says: καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ.  Jesus literally says, and upon this the rock… 

πέτρᾳ …I will build of me the gathering.  Jesus does not say…Πέτρος…which is Peter’s name, 

He says πέτρᾳ which is rock or stone.  There is a clear distinction between the name of Peter 

and the rock upon which Jesus will build the ἐκκλησίαν1…the gathering, the church.  While the 

language indicates two separate things in this statement about Peter, these things are connected.  

So we see it is not Peter that Jesus is building on, it is something about Peter that Jesus is 

building on.   

 

This might then raise another question…is it Peter’s faith or is it Peter’s righteousness?  We can 

look then to the prophet Isaiah this morning in our first reading and find the answer: 

Listen to me, you that pursue righteousness, you that seek the LORD. Look to the rock 

from which you were hewn, and to the quarry from which you were dug. (Isaiah 51:1)    

 

We are freely given the very faith that is our righteousness, but we continue to be pursuers of 

righteousness.  However, we pursue a righteousness that we assume we can acquire.  We want it 

I guess because we believe that through it God will find favor in us just as what we think Peter is 

receiving from Jesus today in this Gospel lesson.  We want the recognition of our righteousness, 

I guess because it makes us look good compared to those who we judge as unrighteous.  We 

pursue that righteousness for whatever reason but in our pursuit, do we find a genuine 

righteousness or an assumption about righteousness centered in our own self-evaluations and 

conclusions?   

 

St. Paul reminds that:  

For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, ‘The 

one who is righteous will live by faith.’ (Romans 1:17) 

 

Paul goes on to remind  

the Romans and us in his letter to Rome: 

But now, irrespective of law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, and is attested 

by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all 

who believe. For there is no distinction,  (Romans 3:21-22) 

 
1 καὶ ἐπὶ ταύτῃ τῇ πέτρᾳ is pronounced, kai epi towte te petra.  Πέτρος is Peter’s name which is pronounced, Petros.  ἐκκλησίαν is pronounced 

ekklēsia, meaning a gathering or an assembly formed by one belief.    
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So what is my point in all of this?   

 

My point is this…Jesus is referring to the faith of Peter and not Peter himself or Peter’s 

righteousness that he has through his faith.  I know this is an age-old debate that has long been a 

bone of contention between the Protestant, the Catholic, and the Orthodox churches…is it Peter’s 

confession or is it Peter himself that the church is built on…or as I interpret it…is it Peter’s faith 

or is it Peter’s righteousness that is in question?  This all has been settled to say that the church is 

established…PERIOD.   

 

The church is built not because we have figured out its true meaning but rather, the church is 

established through or built on faith in Jesus Christ himself which is what gathers us, centers us, 

and is called into existence through the very faith that has been poured into each one of us who 

have gathered back then and those who have gathered through the ages.   

 

As we gather today, we gather with the Saints of every time and very place and we are united 

with the ceaseless petition of Jesus Christ who called us into existence as His body.  But this also 

raises another question for me about what is interpreted in the English language in today’s 

passage as the church.  The term interpreted as, “church,” is actually the Greek term I mentioned 

earlier, ἐκκλησία which by definition is: 

A regularly summoned legislative body, assembly, (or) a casual gathering of people, an 

assembly, a gathering with a shared belief.2  

 

For any who only read the Bible in the English language and claim that the Bible says what it 

says and means what it means, this term “church” being used today in this Gospel lesson is only 

found in Matthew’s Gospel.  But the English term “church” can also refer to a riotous mob and 

this is how Luke uses the term when writing about the Acts of the Apostles…Luke writes: 
32 Meanwhile, some were shouting one thing, some another; for the assembly (ἐκκλησία) 

was in confusion, and most of them did not know why they had come together.  

(Acts 19:32) 

 

Today we have gathered by faith into the communion of our Lord’s rescuing arms in this 

worship, not because of who we are, or through what we have done.  The church is not 

established or maintained by our righteousness.  We, the church, are established and gathered as 

one body of Jesus Christ simply through faith, which is a common belief that Jesus Christ is the 

Messiah, the Son of the living God…he is our grace and our salvation.  This church is not built 

on, nor will it succumb to like-minded public opinions, rumors, or fads that we can point to from 

our self-righteous perch over the others.  It is not built on likes or dislikes.  This church is 

built…rather, this assembly is gathered by a faith that we not only confess but a faith that we live 

out not only as an assembled body, but we the church remain the church as we go about our 

everyday lives within our various contexts and environments…with our various fears and doubts 

amidst our troubles, our sorrows, and our struggles…along with all our defeats and 

disappointments and even in our joys, our successes.   

 

 
2 This term is defined using: A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature, 3rd Edition.  Revised and 

Edited by Fredrick William Danker.  Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2000.  Pages 303-304, in combination with, 

www.billmounce.com/greek-dictionary/ekklesia While one can never trust the internet, I used, Basics of Biblical Greek, a trusted resource and 

text book for learning the Biblical Greek while attending seminary, by William D. Mounce.   
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We the church are only the true church as Bonhoeffer says, only when we are serving others.  

And today in this Gospel our faith is given a challenge.  It is a challenge to believe that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.  We are also challenged to NOT simply sit on that faith 

and keep it ourselves or keep it squeaky-clean.  We are being called out by our faith, to act upon 

that faith, that belief, to live our lives as if Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God.   

 

Jesus is calling us to not only believe in him but also to follow him.  There is no doubt that faith 

today in our culture is a challenge to live out.  It is a challenge…but to truly believe what Jesus 

believes about us and gives to us because of that belief…we can only continue to live out that 

faith through the grace and mercy we share and make known in these challenging times.  

Through our faith, may we know and take comfort in…the fact that we are the Messiah’s plan 

for what the Messiah wants to do in the world and that is to save it and bring it all into God’s 

glorious kingdom.  Today, as we confess our belief in Jesus, it might serve us well to believe 

also that Jesus also believes in us…so much so that he gave His live to save us all.3   

 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 

 
3 The closing paragraph is formed from Willimon’s theme for the appointed lessons for this 13 Sunday of Pentecost.  Willimon, William, Pulpit 

Resource, Vol. 39, No.3, Year A, July, August, September 2011.  “Believing, Acting, Believing,” Commentary for 21st Sunday in Ordinary Time, 

Proper 16, page 33-36  


