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Peter Gets It Right 
Matthew 16:13-20 

August 25, 2002 

14 Pentecost A 

Good Shepherd Lutheran Church 

Boise, Idaho  

Pastor Tim Pauls 

Rejoice with me, dear friends - for Peter gets it right!  

 

I. The Confession of St. Peter 

 

"You are the Christ, the Son of the living God." Peter's words are famous, and you may well have 

them memorized. They are simple enough, no more than one or two syllables. And they're so 

important that they have an annual holiday: January 18 is the Day of the Confession of St. Peter. 

 

"You are the Christ, the Son of the living God." Big deal? Let's look at the words.  

 

"You," says Peter. He's not saying "There is a Christ out there somewhere." He's looking at Jesus. 

He's found the One. 

 

"You are the Christ." He has found the One whom God has appointed and anointed to redeem the 

world. Others have claimed the title of Messiah for themselves, but all have failed. This One will not 

fail, because He is the Christ. 

 

"You are the Christ, the Son of God. Jesus stands before him-flesh and blood, fully human and so 

much more. This is God's Son, who has become flesh in order to be the Christ, the Savior of the 

world; and He will save by allowing His flesh to be nailed to the cross, by permitting His blood to be 

shed for the sins of the world. 

 

"You are the Christ, the Son of the living God." There are tons of gods out there, but only one of 

them is living. People worship money, but money has no breath. They worship power, but that 

power lasts only as long as they can keep it alive. They worship themselves, but they are dead in 

their trespasses and sins. There is only one God who is living, and that God has sent His Son to be 

the Christ, His anointed Savior who will die for the sins of the world. 

 

In fact, out of ten words, three of them are "the" (In the Greek, four out of ten!): The Christ-the Son 

of the living God. The only living God has sent His only-begotten Son to be the only Christ. 

 

This is Peter's confession - his creed, if you will. It is miraculous. Sinful minds would never declare 

this of Jesus, because sin works to prevent us from saying this very thing. No, this confession is not 

manmade, created by flesh and blood; Peter knows it because God has revealed it to Him. The only 

living God has sent His Son to reveal to Peter that He is the Christ. 

 

These simple, miraculous words lead to so much more. Of this solid-as-a-rock true statement of 

faith, Jesus says, "I will build My Church, and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it."  
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This is what the Church is built on. It is not built on Peter, who had the privilege of speaking the 

words. It's built on what the words say: The Church is built on Jesus Christ, the Son of the living 

God. All who believe in the Son of God, who died for the sins of the world, will be saved.  

 

How does the building take place? Jesus describes the construction: "And I will give you the keys of 

the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you 

loose on earth will be loosed in heaven." This is how the building happens: It will begin as Peter and 

the other apostles go and tell people about the Christ, the Son of the living God. In speaking of the 

Savior, they will also speak of sin-after all, who will see the need of a Savior if they don't know what 

they need to be saved from? So the apostles will speak of sin and the Savior. They will say things 

like this: Jesus Christ has died on the cross in your place, to forgive you for your sin. If you do not 

believe in Him-if you do not want His forgiveness, you don't have to keep it. You can remain 

unforgiven, and your sins are still bound to you-they haven't gone away. But if you believe in Him, 

if you do not throw away the forgiveness we proclaim to you today, then you are forgiven. You're 

set free-you're loosed-from your sins. And if your sins are taken away here on earth, then you will be 

free to go to heaven, too. 

 

That's how the Church will be built. It's sometimes called the Office of the Keys. It means that 

believers are added to the Church because their sins are forgiven. 

 

"You are the Christ, the Son of the living God." By God's grace, Peter gets it right, and we repeat his 

words today. 

 

The words are simple. They are miraculous, given by God. They are the basis of the Christian 

Church, for the Church is built on Christ, the Son of the living God. Peter and the rest of the 

apostles, as well as pastors and others who follow will have the privilege of telling all nations that 

there is a living God who loved the world so much that He gave His only Son to die on the cross. 

They will announce to all that they can be set free from sin. They will exhort them to leave hopeless 

religions behind, and turn to the one true Christ. They will tell all who hear that there is a way to 

eternal life with God in heaven. 

 

And for this, they will suffer. 

 

Take, for instance, Peter, who will live his life and give up his life in service of Jesus. This is the 

Roman Empire; and at the time of the apostles, the Roman government has three rules about 

religion. First, it teaches that there are many gods, not just one. Second, it teaches that you are free to 

worship any god you like, as long as you allow that he, she or it is one god among many. Third, in 

order to unite people in this official state religion, all subjects of the Roman Empire are required to 

offer a sacrifice of incense to Caesar, acknowledging that he is both man and god. 

 

From a human standpoint, Roman religion is brilliant and politically smart: It allows for all sorts of 

self-expression when it comes to religion, but it unites all religious people under the one god of 

Caesar, the king. 

 

But along come Peter and the other apostles, following in the footsteps of Jesus. Because they know 

that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God, they cannot acknowledge other gods to be true. 

Because they know that Jesus is the only-begotten Son of God who became flesh, they cannot throw 
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a pinch of incense in the fire and say that Caesar is a god. Instead, they will continue to proclaim that 

Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God, the Redeemer who has died on the cross for the sins of 

the world. 

 

They will suffer for this proclamation. All but one of the apostles will endure a violent execution for 

preaching Christ; Peter will be crucified-upside down at his request, tradition tells us, because he 

does not feel worthy to die the same way as Jesus. The next generation will follow and suffer as 

well: Polycarp will be burned at the stake, while Ignatius will be thrown to the lions. 

 

These Christians will be executed for being treasonous, for defying Caesar, for inciting rebellion. 

But beyond all the accusations, they will be put to death for one reason: For saying that they alone 

speak the truth about salvation, that sins are only forgiven by Jesus the Christ, the Son of the living 

God. 

 

Why are they faithful, by the grace of God, even to death? Because they're right. When it comes to 

salvation, only Christians speak the truth. There is one Savior, and He is Jesus. False gods, no matter 

the promises of their followers, have no life to give. Therefore, those apostles and early Christians 

continued to proclaim Jesus and His cross: He was their only hope of salvation. He was the only 

hope of salvation for the world that was putting them to death. They continued to proclaim it because 

that world, so hell-bent on death, needed to hear it. It was the only message of salvation. 

 

It still is. Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God. 

 

II. Peter's Confession Today 

 

Our world is not all that unlike the time of Peter and the apostles. Recently, a religious group has 

come under much scrutiny and criticism. In various news outlets, it's been called a religious Taliban 

that proclaims darkness. Its members have been accused of hatred and mean-spiritedness, of 

promoting an intolerance that leads to the demonization of those who disagree. More than one writer 

has opined that they are guilty of religious bigotry. 

 

That's some list of accusations-it must be one horrible group of people with a frightening confession 

of faith. 

 

The name of the religious group is The Lutheran Church-Missouri Synod. 

 

Of what does the media elite find us guilty? We are guilty of saying that Jesus is the Christ, the Son 

of the living God.  

 

These attacks have especially grown in the year following the terrorist attacks on September 11. If 

you will remember, government officials and commentators alike were quick to point out that our 

nation's fight is not with Muslims. It is with religious fundamentalists and extremists. 

 

What is a fundamentalist or an extremist? The popular definition quickly became this: A 

fundamentalist or an extremist is one who holds that his religion is right and true, and that other 

religions are wrong and false. It was quickly pointed out one can find such extremists not just among 

Muslims, but also Jews and Christians. All such extremists, say the critics, are guilty of what led to 

the atrocity of 9/11, and are urged to drop such exclusive positions and embrace other religions 
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along with their own.  

 

One might ask how this fits in with the constitutional right which guarantees our freedom of religion. 

We give thanks for that freedom we enjoy, but beware; at present, many define this freedom as the 

freedom to practice religion, as long as it doesn't offend anyone else. 

 

A bell should be ringing by now. Those apostles and early Christians were put to death for saying 

that Jesus is the only Savior. This is the same criticism leveled against the Church today. Now, lest 

we cause undue panic, we are quick to point out that this is the opinion of media commentators, who 

will sway many; but this is not at present, thankfully, the position of the state. So far, thanks be to 

God, we do not face bloodshed at the hands of our rulers; in fact, such a time still appears far, far 

away. But, at present, be ready to be really unpopular. 

 

Because, incredible as it seems, if you come here and confess that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the 

living God, many now declare that you are a religious Taliban, an oppressive religious totalitarian. It 

seems absurd: We do not sponsor terrorist organizations. We do not preach hatred against non-

Christians. We do not condone violence against our neighbor, whatever their religious beliefs. In 

fact, we proclaim such persecution to be an abomination and proclaim love for our neighbor. Some 

of the biggest disaster-response groups in the world are Christian organizations, including our own 

LCMS World Relief. It does not matter: Blinded and bound by sin, the world does not listen to our 

proclamation; instead, it quickly pre-judges us to be bigots.  

 

What is the solution? The world's solution sounds so attractive and reasonable: You don't have to 

deny Jesus. You can still talk about Him and His miracles and His love. It's just that nobody likes the 

guy who claims to have the lock on truth. You can preach Jesus: Just don't preach Jesus only.  

 

It's the modern-day pinch of incense to Caesar: You can be a Christian as long as you admit that 

other religions are true. Many "Christian" churches have gone this route. Some are subtle, slyly 

saying, "We preach that Jesus is our Savior - but we really don't know what happens to non-

Christians when they die, do we?" Others have voiced far more idolatrous opinions, declaring Jesus 

to be just one of many ways to a multi-faced god in heaven. 

 

On the other hand, the Missouri Synod has been a specific whipping-boy for the past few months for 

the very reason that we teach that Jesus Christ is the only Savior of the world. In part, this is because 

the unethical actions of some have thrust us into the public spotlight. In part, it is because there are 

precious few Christian church bodies that still make this confession of faith. 

 

So, my fellow "extremists," what shall we do? 

 

Joshua outlined the decision for us centuries ago, speaking to Israel after they had conquered Canaan 

by the hand of God: 

 

"Now therefore, fear the LORD, serve Him in sincerity and in truth, and put away the gods which 

your fathers served on the other side of the River and in Egypt. Serve the LORD! And if it seems 

evil to you to serve the LORD, choose for yourselves this day whom you will serve, whether the 

gods which your fathers served that were on the other side of the River, or the gods of the Amorites, 

in whose land you dwell. (Josh. 24:14-15a) 
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Joshua declared the choice before the people: Serve the Lord who had already delivered them so 

many times, or serve all sorts of false gods who would doom them. You cannot do both: The Lord is 

a jealous God who does not share His glory with another. For Joshua, the choice was clear: But as 

for me and my house, we will serve the LORD. (Josh. 24:15b) 

 

By the grace of God, as for us and this house, we serve the Lord. We continue to preach that Jesus is 

the Christ, the Son of the living God-the only Christ, the only Son of the only living God. 

 

Why? Because we relish being characterized as bigoted extremists? Hardly. We preach Christ alone 

because, no matter what the world says or demands, He is the only Savior. 

 

And this message is so important, so joyous, so life-giving, that it is worth whatever risk and 

suffering that comes. 

 

He is your only Savior. The Christ, the Son of the living God has paid for your redemption! No one 

else has gone to the cross, suffered the judgment for your sin and died your death. No one else has 

defeated the grave and risen again in order to give you eternal life. The name of Allah or Buddha or 

Vishnu or a host of others does not freely loose your sins from you; their followers don't even claim 

this to be true. In the name of Jesus, though, you are forgiven. And where there is the forgiveness of 

sins, there is also life and salvation. 

 

He is not just your Savior. He is the Savior of the world-the world that continues to rebel against 

Him and disgrace Him however it can. He has died for the sins of all, so that all who repent and 

believe in Him will be saved. If we capitulate to the world's demand and cease to preach Christ 

alone, we guarantee that all are lost. If we hide the message out of fear, we do the same. But if we 

continue to proclaim Christ crucified, then many in the world will come to faith-faith in their Savior, 

Jesus. 

 

There will be unpopularity for this confession. We know this not just from the howls of the world, 

but from the Word of the Lord: Jesus declares,  

 

"Blessed are you when they revile and persecute you, and say all kinds of evil against you falsely for 

My sake. Rejoice and be exceedingly glad, for great is your reward in heaven, for so they persecuted 

the prophets who were before you." (Matt. 5:11-12) 

 

We can expect to be reviled and persecuted along the way: It is still worth it. The same happened to 

Jesus, but He has already taken away the greater burden-our sin and death. He is risen from the dead, 

and He will raise His forgiven people, too. 

 

We live in dark times, and the hour may be very late; but what joy we have as Christians. In a world 

that gropes for solutions and seeks life, we have the joy of proclaiming Jesus the Christ, the Son of 

the living God-the Savior who forgives sins and gives eternal life. The world will howl and decry 

this proclamation, but the world is wrong. Jesus the Christ, the Son of the living God, is the Rock of 

ages on which the Church is built, by whom all people are saved. In Him-and in Him alone, you are 

forgiven for all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 


