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Matthew 16:13-19 is a text that undergoes much abuse in the hands of papists. Being ignorant of the  
Scriptures, they see this event as setting Peter apart in a way that is anything more than narratival. However, that  
this is not the case is evident if one simply reads the Gospel of Matthew in context. The foundation of the Church  
is that teaching of Christ (i.e. The Gospel) which was committed to the apostles. The emphasis of our Lord in  
Matthew 16:13-19 is not on Peter, but on the Gospel and its propagation by the apostles first and those to come 
after them. Christ is not singling Peter out for his unique faith declaration. Nor is Christ identifying Peter as the  
first pope. But let us examine these things in some detail.

In Matthew 7:24, Christ identifies His Word of the Kingdom (both its indicative statements [i.e. The 
Gospel] as well as its imperative statements [i.e. The Law])as the Rock upon which one's house must be built.  
The metaphor is clear: Those who reject the Gospel of Christ are unstable and heading toward their own eternal  
ruin,  as  they  are  not  founded  upon  this  Rock.  Those,  however,  who  do believe  the  Gospel  of  Christ  are 
immovable, never subject to the wrath of God nor to the victory of sin, death, and the devil. This is plain from  
the text. Those who have received the Gospel are blessed, for they are founded upon the Rock and, therefore, 
cannot ever be cast away into hell.

In Matthew 13:10-17, a similar idea is expressed by our Lord to His disciples. When asked why He spoke 
in parables to the people, the Lord tells His disciples:

 “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not 
been given...but blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear. Truly, I say to  
you, many prophets and righteous people longed to see what you see, and did not see it, and to  
hear what you hear, and did not hear it.”

As our Lord makes clear, the hearing and sight to which He refers are not merely physical. Instead, as Calvin 
notes in his commentary,

...[Christ] pronounces their eyes to be blessed, because they perceive in Him a glory which is 
worthy of the only begotten Son of God, so as to acknowledge Him as the Redeemer; because 
they perceive shining in Him the lively image of God, by which they obtain salvation and perfect 
happiness; and because in them is fulfilled what had been spoken by the Prophets, that those 
who have been truly and perfectly taught by the Lord (Isaiah 54:13) do not need to learn every 
man from his neighbor (Jeremiah 31:34).1

The blessedness that the disciples have experienced, therefore, is that of receiving, understanding, and believing  
that Jesus is the Christ, Son of the Living God. 

Gill understands our Lord to be speaking of both corporeal and spiritual seeing and hearing. He explains,  
however, that “...it was still their greater happiness, that they saw His glory, as the glory of the only begotten of  
the Father, full of grace and truth.”2 He further adds that

They hear the Gospel preached by Him, not only so as to be affected with it, and give their  
assent to it, but also to understand it spiritually, and experimentally, and to bring forth fruit of 
it...The forms of speech, in which the happiness of the disciples is here expressed, seems to be in  
common use with the Jews, when they would extol the peculiar attainments of a man, especially 
in matters of wisdom, knowledge and understanding...3

Our Lord, moreover, spoke in much the same manner in Matthew 11:25-28, where we read:

1 Harmony of the Gospels, 
2 John Gill's Exposition of the Entire Bible, Matt 13:16 (emphasis added)
3 ibid.
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At that time Jesus declared, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden 
these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children; yes, Father, for 
such was your gracious will. All things have been handed over to me by my Father, and no one 
knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to 
whom the Son chooses to reveal him.

Christ is identifying the eleven as blessed by God the Father, for it is only by His Sovereign will that the elect 
see, hear, understand and believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God. As we have seen, the 
blessing of God resides upon those whom He has elected to faith in Christ Jesus His Son. Matthew 7:24 speaks  
of the eternally secure nature of the one who builds his house upon the Rock of Christ's Gospel. Matthew 11:25-
28, which we just referred to, speaks of the elect as children who are blessed by the Father with faith. These  
children are loved by God and will not be destroyed, whereas Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum will all be 
brought to ruins for their hard-heartedness and unbelief. This is the context of Matthew's Gospel, and it helps us 
understand  that:  (i.)Christ  identifies  all  of  His  disciples  who  believed as  blessed  by the  Father  with  faith, 
(ii.)Christ identifies them, therefore, as those who build upon the Rock of His Word, and (iii.)Christ does not  
single any disciple out as having some distinct and superior role among the others, but instead identifies them all 
as children – they are all less in authority to the Father and His Son, and they are all equal with one another.

Hence, when we arrive at Matthew 16:13-19 we are not facing an obscure passage that has no parallel or  
narratival  precedent.  It  is not a mystery text that  cannot be understood without the aid of the pope and his 
lackeys. Instead, it is a text that simply repeats what has already been stated by our Lord Jesus. We read:

Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do  
people say that the Son of Man is?” And they said, “Some say John the Baptist, others say 
Elijah, and others Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” He said to them, “But who do you say that I  
am?” Simon Peter replied, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” And Jesus answered 
him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but  
my Father who is in heaven. And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my 
church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom 
of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on 
earth shall be loosed in heaven.” Then he strictly charged the disciples to tell no one that he was 
the Christ.

Let us once again emphasize that Peter's expression of faith is not unique to him, nor is it one that has not been  
expressed elsewhere by the Lord's disciples. Nor is Peter the first to have stated an explicit faith in Jesus as  
Messiah, the Son of the Living God.4 Then why is Peter the one whom Christ addresses? Because it is Peter who 
speaks. This may seem like an anticlimactic conclusion for us to draw here, but it is simply the case. Christ  
addresses Peter because, well, Peter speaks.

Regarding the greater context, we note that in the chapter preceding this one, we are told of the feeding 
of the four thousand in which the twelve disciples (i.)receive bread from Christ and (ii)distribute that bread to  
men, women, and children.5 This is immediately followed in 16:5-12, where our Lord warns His disciples against 
the bread of the Pharisees, which Matthew explains is “the teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” We see in  
this  a  purposeful  juxtaposition:  The  teaching  of  Pharisees  and Sadducees  is  set  in  contradistinction  to  the  
statement of faith made by Peter that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God. The emphasis, therefore, is  
not on Peter, but upon Peter's declaration of Jesus' Messianic identity.

This contrast is made more clear when we consider what it is that our Lord was warning against when He 
warned against the bread of the Pharisees and Sadducees. Calvin identifies the leaven of the Pharisees and 

4 It would appear to be the case that it was, in fact, Peter's brother Andrew who is the first to declare that Jesus is the Christ (cf. John 
1:41).

5 cf. Matt 15:32-39

The Foundation of the Apostles 3



Sadducees as “every foreign admixture” of the “inventions which men contrive out of their brain.” 6 Calvin's 
interpretation fits Matthew's narrative as it has developed up to this point,7 but more could be said about the 
doctrine of the Pharisees and Sadducees. For although the admixture of the inventions of men is clearly in the  
mind of Christ, the Sadducees could be said to stand on the opposite side of the Pharisees in this regard. Christ  
clearly identifies  the  leaven of the  Pharisees  as  “hypocrisy” in  Luke 12:1, following this  warning with  the 
following words:

“Nothing is covered up that will not be revealed, or hidden that will not be known. Therefore  
whatever you have said in the dark shall be heard in the light, and what you have whispered in 
private rooms shall be proclaimed on the housetops.

[...]

I tell you, everyone who acknowledges me before men, the Son of Man also will acknowledge 
before the angels of God, but the one who denies me before men will be denied before the angels 
of God.

[...]

And when they bring you before the synagogues and the rulers and the authorities, do not be 
anxious about how you should defend yourself or what you should say, or the Holy Spirit will 
teach you in that very hour what you ought to say.”8

Our Lord's words show us that the hypocrisy He is warning against has to do with what they say they believe. For 
if they have been given the Gospel, they are to proclaim it. Not only this, but those who are acknowledged by 
Christ before the Father (i.e. those for whom Christ is Advocate) are to witness of Christ to men on earth. And  
not only this, but when they are brought before the synagogues, rulers, and authorities, they are to speak by the  
inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Matthew Henry's Commentary explains this well:

[Christ] began with a caution against hypocrisy. This he said to his disciples first of all; either to 
the twelve, or to the seventy. These were his more peculiar charge, his family, his school, and 
therefore he warned them as his beloved sons; they made profession of religion more than others  
and hypocrisy in that was the sin they were most in danger of. They were to preach to others;  
and,  if  they should prevaricate,  corrupt  the Word,  and deal  deceitfully,  hypocrisy  would be  
worse in them than in others. 

Besides, there was a Judas among them, who was a hypocrite, and Christ knew it, and would  
hereby startle him, or leave him inexcusable...9

We see, then, that the leaven of the Pharisees was hypocrisy in regard to one's profession of faith. And this leaven 
stands in stark contrast to the profession of faith made by Peter  just a few verses later in Matthew's account.

Additionally, the text of Matthew goes on to show that even Peter is not immune to this sin of hypocrisy.  
On the one hand, Peter declares that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God; and on the other hand, Peter  
rebukes Christ for proclaiming the Gospel. Likewise, the apostle Paul later speaks of Peter's fall into hypocrisy 
when faced with the Judaizers who were critical of his eating with the Gentiles. Paul  writes:

6      Harmony of the Gospels, Matt 16:12
7 cf. Matt 15:1-20
8 Luke 12:2-12
9 Matthew Henry's Complete Commentary on the Whole Bible, Luke 12:1-12 (emphasis added)
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...when Cephas came to Antioch, I opposed him to his face, because he stood condemned. For 
before certain men came from James, he was eating with the Gentiles; but when they came he 
drew back and separated himself, fearing the circumcision party. And the rest of the Jews acted 
hypocritically along with him, so that even Barnabas was led astray by their hypocrisy. But when 
I saw that their conduct was not in step with the truth of the gospel, I said to Cephas before them 
all, “If you, though a Jew, live like a Gentile and not like a Jew, how can you force the Gentiles  
to live like Jews?”10

Christ's warning to His disciples seems to almost foretell the problems with hypocrisy that Peter would exhibit in 
the moment immediately following his profession of faith in Christ, as well as his denial of Christ a few chapters  
later,  and his hypocritical behavior for which Paul would later rebuke him. Throughout,  the content  of  this 
hypocrisy is the same: A denial of Christ's Messianic identity by means of verbal or behavioral dissimulation. 
Whether the hypocrisy is exhibited in hiding one's true identity (Lk 12:2, e.g. Judas), denying one's relationship  
to Christ (Lk 12:2, e.g. Peter), or proclaiming in public the totality of Christ's teaching that was received in 
private rooms (cf. Lk 12:3-9; 24:33-49; John 14-16 & 20:19-29), Christ's exhortation is essentially the same.

As mentioned above, however, this does not help us identify the leaven of the Sadducees. What further 
makes an identification of their leaven problematic is the fact that the Sadducees stood in diametrical opposition 
to the Pharisees in a number of ways. The Pharisees taught that there were angels, spirits, that human souls are  
immortal,  and  that  the  dead  would  be  resurrected,  whereas  the  Sadducees  denied  all  of  these  doctrines.11 
Additionally,  whereas  the  Pharisees  held  both  the  entire  Old  Testament  canon  and  their  Traditions  as 
authoritative in matters of faith and practice, the Sadducees held to only the Pentateuch. 12 How, then, are they 
lumped together by Matthew? What is the common leaven that these two otherwise diametrically opposed set of  
groups share? Dr. Leon Morris addresses this in his commentary on Matthew's Gospel. He writes:

It is curious that teaching is singular when followed by of the Pharisees and Sadducees, for the 
two groups had many differences and in fact were strongly opposed to one another.[...]But in 
different ways both were conservative, and over and against Jesus and his followers they might  
be said to be united and form a unit. At the very least they were linked by their inability to see  
that Jesus was the Messiah, by their hatred of him, and by their determination to overthrow his  
teaching if they could.13

The Pharisees and Sadducees, if they could not agree on anything else, agreed on at least  this point: They did  
not  believe that  Jesus  was  the  Christ,  the  Son  of  the  Living  God.  This  is  only  reasonable  explanation  of  
Matthew's grouping together two groups whose doctrines and practices stood in opposition to one another, and 
yet claim they both share a common teaching.

Calvin's understanding of the common leaven of these groups being an admixture of truth and error,  

10 Gal 2:11-21 (emphasis added)
11 Acts 23:8: “...the Sadducees say that there is no resurrection, nor angel, nor spirit, but the Pharisees acknowledge them all...”
12 “According to Josephus (ib. xiii. 10, § 6), they regarded only those observances as obligatory which are contained in the written word, 

and did not recognize those not written in the law of Moses and declared by the Pharisees to be derived from the traditions of the  
fathers.  Instead  of  accepting  the  authority  of  the  teachers,  they  considered  it  a  virtue  to  dispute  it  by  arguments.”  -  Jewish 
Encyclopedia (http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/12989-sadducees).

Regarding those books which the Sadducees accepted as canonical, we note, some disagree. Metzger, for instance, states that the  
Sadducees “...accepted only scripture and, therefore, rejected all beliefs and practices not taught in the  Old Testament” (The New 
Testament: Its Background, Growth, And Content, 2nd Ed. Copyright©1983, p.22). But as this is not central to the thrust of the 
overall argument presented in the present work, such considerations of canonical content are of secondary importance. What is of  
primary importance to note is the marked theological differences between the two groups.

13 The Pillar New Testament Commentary: The Gospel According to Matthew (©1992, Wm. B. Eerdman's Publishing Co.), p.417 
(emphasis added)
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Scripture and tradition, accurately identifies the leaven of  the Pharisees (which would entail their hypocritical 
profession), but it cannot serve as an accurate identification of the leaven of the  Sadducees (who rejected the 
tradition of the elders). Instead, both groups (i.)self-identified as the people of God, (ii.)rejected the Word of God  
(the Pharisees by adding to it, the Sadducees by taking away from it), and (iii.)denied that Jesus is the  Christ, the 
Son of the Living God. Considering the frequent warnings that our Lord made to His disciples about what would 
befall them for following Him, as well as the real possibility of Jewish Christians to deny that Jesus is Lord, 
under the pangs of persecution, the leaven of the Pharisees and the Sadducees may be identified as religious 
hypocrisy entailing a denial of the Person and Work of Jesus.

This fits both the immediate context of Matthew 16, the larger narrative context of the book of Matthew, 
and the overall context of the New Testament. Peter's clear profession of faith in Jesus as the Christ, Son of the 
Living God, stands in sharp contrast to the consistent denials of Jesus' identity that came from both the Pharisees  
and the Sadducees. Within the Gospel of Matthew, for instance, we are told that the Pharisees twice accused 
Jesus of casting out demons only by the power of Satan,14 breaking the Sabbath,15 and explicitly denied that 
Christ was the Son of God.16 Likewise, the Sadducees denied that Jesus was the promised Messiah by their 
rejection of the doctrine of the resurrection of the dead. This is evident when we observe that having already  
explained the meaning of “sign of Jonah” earlier on in His interactions with the Pharisees as His resurrection 
from the dead (and simultaneously making reference to the resurrection of the Ninevites, as well as that of the  
Queen of Sheba),17 He now condemns both the Pharisees  and the Sadducees with the same pronouncement, 
saying: “An evil and adulterous generation seeks for a sign, but no sign will be given to it except the sign of 
Jonah.”18 

This is, then, their common ground: They both deny that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God. 
Hence, when Peter rebukes Christ for teaching that “...[the Christ] must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things 
from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the third day be raised,” 19 Christ identifies 
Peter as Satan. He then warns them all with these words:

“If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For  
whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. For 
what will it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his life? Or what shall a man 
give in return for his life? For the Son of Man is going to come with his angels in the glory of his  
Father, and then he will repay each person according to what he has done. Truly, I say to you,  
there are some standing here who will not taste death until they see the Son of Man coming in 
his kingdom.”20

The leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees is their rejection of Jesus' identity as the Christ, the Son of the living  
God. Implicit to this, moreover, are (i.)the Divine Sonship of Christ (which the Pharisees rejected), and (ii.)the  
suffering and resurrection of the Christ (which the Sadducees rejected). And it is precisely this error that Peter  
himself falls into when he denies the words of Christ and says: “Far be it from you, Lord! This shall never  
happen to you.”21

We note, therefore, that Peter is not the central focus of Matthew 16:13-19. Nor is Peter the Rock upon 
which the Church of Christ is built.  Nor is he given primacy over the others. Instead, Peter's words are the 
verbalization of what had already been expressed by the Lord Jesus elsewhere; they are, in fact, the very teaching 
of Christ that are the Rock upon which He builds His house, against which the gates of hell shall never prevail. If  

14 cf. 9:14 & 12:14
15 cf. 12:2
16 cf. 22:41-45
17 cf. 12:38-42
18 16:4a
19 16:22-23
20 16:25-28
21 16:22
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any man denies that Jesus is the suffering and rising Christ, the Son of the Living God, then He will fall under  
the same condemnation as the Pharisees and Sadducees – even if that man is Peter.

Rather than  Peter being the recipient of the title “Rock” and primacy over all of the apostles, it is the  
Gospel of Christ our Lord that is identified as the Rock, which is given primacy over all of the apostles – even  
Peter. We cannot gloss over Peter's sin in this regard, for it is precisely this sin that the Papists deny Peter ever  
committed. In this passage, we read of Peter proclaiming the true identity of Christ, and yet also denying that He  
would have to be put to shame by means of a mock trial and public execution. Not only this, but Peter also denied 
the resurrection of Christ! He had a very fallible faith, and his speech showed just how fallible he was in this  
matter. We may be thankful that God is patient with His elect people, leading out of error, transforming and  
renewing their minds after righteousness and knowledge. We may be thankful that Peter heeded the rebuke of  
His Lord God. We may not, however, give the name “Rock” and the primacy over all the Church to Peter. The 
Papists show their lack of understanding, as they constantly seek to remove Christ from His Almighty throne and 
place their false Peter thereupon. They have replaced the Gospel with an illusory Peter, an idol made in the image 
of corruptible men.

The Church's one foundation, contrary to what the Papists teach, is Christ Jesus and His Gospel, which 
are one and the same. For this is even what the apostle declares in 1st Corinthians 3:10-11, where we read:

According to the grace of God given to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a foundation, and 
someone else is building upon it. Let each one take care how he builds upon it. For no one can 
lay a foundation other than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ.

Again in his epistle to the Romans, Paul makes this clear when he tells the Romans that he makes it his ambition 
to  “...preach  the  Gospel,  not  where  Christ  has  already  been  preached,  lest  [he]  build  on  someone  else's  
foundation...”22 And again, Paul makes this clear when he tells the Ephesians that they are “...fellow citizens with 
the saints and the members of the household of God, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ  
Jesus Himself being the chief cornerstone.”23 Commenting on this passage, Dr. Gill writes:

The  prophets  of  the  Old  Testament,  and  the  apostles  of  the  New,  who  agree  in  laying  
ministerially the one and only foundation, Jesus Christ; for not the persons of the apostles and 
prophets, nor their doctrines merely, are here meant; but Christ who is contained in them, and  
who is the foundation on which the church, and all true believers are built; he is the foundation  
of the covenant of grace, of all the blessings and promises of it, of faith and hope, of peace, of  
joy, and comfort, of salvation and eternal happiness

[...]

[Jesus Christ is  the cornerstone who] cements and knits  together angels and men,  Jews and 
Gentiles, Old and New Testament saints above, and saints below, saints on earth, in all ages and  
places [...] Christ is the chief, the headstone of the corner, and who is superior to angels and 
men. This phrase is used by the Jews to denote excellency in a person...24

Matthew 16:13-19 does not teach that Peter was chosen by Christ to be the earthly visible head of the church. It 
teaches that Christ and His Gospel are the One true foundation of the church, and the apostles are also that upon 
which the Church is founded, insofar as they are preaching the Gospel. In other words, as the apostles decrease 
and faithfully proclaim Christ's Gospel for the sake of bringing Him glory, they are the foundation upon the 
churches are built. There is nothing inherent to the apostles that makes them the foundation upon the churches 

22 Rom 15:20
23 Eph 2:19b-20
24 John Gill's Exposition of the Entire Bible, Eph 2:20

The Foundation of the Apostles 7



are built.
The designation, therefore, in this instance is somewhat different. For Christ is the ultimate foundation, 

and His Word (which are one and the same), whereas the apostles are the foundation only in the sense that their 
teaching,  which is Christ's teaching, is the foundation of the church. And that teaching is the Gospel of the  
Kingdom which Christ  Himself  proclaimed and passed down to His elect  to preach. It  is  this  that  receives  
primacy over all the apostles and over all the church, not Peter.
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