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“You are Peter, and on that rock I will build my church.”  As some of you may know, the 

Catholic Church has a very literal implementation of this line.  The heart of the Catholic Church, 

the seat of the Pope, is the Vatican in Rome.  The worship center of the Vatican is St. Peter’s 

Basilica.  And, right at the center of St. Peter’s Basilica there is a large dome in the ceiling.  If 

you drop a line from the center of that dome it will go straight down to the exact location in 

which tradition suggests that Peter is buried.  The Catholic Church is, literally, built on Peter.  

But, the meaning goes far beyond the bricks and mortar. 

 

It’s a fascinating moment that emerges, here, between Jesus and Peter.  There’s a word-play 

going on, that’s missed in the English translation from the Greek in which it is originally written.  

You see, the name ‘Peter’ actually means ‘rock.’  So, Jesus is using that dual meaning here to 

bring forth the foundation of the church.  What he’s saying, here, is ‘Peter, you are a rock, and on 

that rock I will build my church.’  It’s almost as though Peter is being elevated in some kind of 

way.  The same man who will rebuff Jesus’ forecasting of his death in just a few verses…the 

same man who refuses to allow Jesus to wash his feet…the same man who denies Jesus three 

times upon his arrest…this man seems to be lifted up in this unique way, and I think we 

sometimes don’t know what to do with that.  Is Peter special?  Is Peter more important than the 

others?  Does Peter have a bigger or more central in the Church than anyone else?  On the face of 

it, this passage seems to imply that.  The key, however, is to look back just one line to 

understand exactly what he means. 

 

This dialog between Jesus and his disciples begins with a question.  ‘Who do people say that I 

am?’  To this question the disciples start recounting the various names and descriptions that have 

been used for Jesus.  ‘Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and others say you are 

Jeremiah or one of the prophets.’  All of these names and titles reflect powerful and meaningful 

roles in the Jewish faith of which they were a part.  These were respected and beloved ancestors 

of their faith and the notion that Jesus was, in fact, the return of one of these individuals was a 

powerful and meaningful sentiment.  But, it wasn’t accurate.  They didn’t suffice to explain who 

Jesus truly was.  So, he points the question directly at them.  ‘Ok, that’s who they say I am, but 

what about you?  Who do you say that I am?’  Peter, in that seminal moment, doesn’t miss a 

beat.  Elijah, John the Baptist, Jeremiah, prophet – none of that rose to who and what Peter 
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understood Jesus to be, so he proclaimed, with profound conviction, “You are the Messiah, the 

Son of the Living God!”  And it’s then, right there, that Jesus names Peter as the rock on which 

the Church will be built. 

 

It’s faith – it’s the firm and unbending conviction of the person, purpose and role of Jesus in this 

world and in our lives – that is the rock.  While the Catholic Church symbolizes this passage in 

that very literal sense in Rome, the meaning for them, and for all of us, goes far beyond any 

notion of a physical plant.  The meaning goes to the very root of what we are about and why we 

exist.  The meaning goes to that foundational question of what the building blocks of our church, 

of any church, will be. 

 

The front of the order of worship this morning is a word cloud.  I began our Wednesday Bible 

study, this week, by asking them to name all of the things that drive the life of churches.  Not just 

ours, but any church.  Not just the ideals, but also the realities.  I asked them to name the things 

that motivate the decisions we make in the life of the church.  That word cloud reflects their 

answers.  Some of them are what I would consider the ideals…Scripture, a deepened relationship 

with God in Christ, Spiritual growth.  But, the truth is those aren’t the only things on the list.  

Internal politics, traditionalism, membership growth, political ideology, money, buildings, 

coffee, the list goes on and on…   

 

There are so many things that can drive our ministries and programs.  There are so many things 

that can draw our attention away from the faith and conviction that should, and must, stand at the 

root of who we are.  It so easy, in this day and age, to be swept away by the fear and distractions 

that overwhelm us.   

• We get so focused on defending ourselves against the changes of culture, or so focused 

on embracing every fad for the sake of marketing, that we end up living and battling over 

culture and losing track of the faith.   

• We get so wrapped up in numbers and facilities that we end up defining our priorities and 

missions on the basis of what will draw people in and not on what will reflect the Gospel 

in our lives. 

• We get so wrapped up in traditions and customs that we end up discarding our 

opportunities to become a more faithful voice to the world for the sake of maintaining our 

treasured comfort-zones and familiarities. 

• We get so wrapped up in budgets, buildings, song choices, politics, personal preferences, 

traditions, norms, practices, and any of a thousand other issues that draw us away from 

the core of who we are that we lose track of the faith, the commitment to the person and 

purposes of Christ, that should, and must, stand at the core of who and what we are as a 

church. 

 

The passage that was reflected in our Call to Worship this morning is one in which Timothy is 

reminded of the simple and profound core of the life of the Church.  To do so, a small fragment 

of a hymn at the time was used to call out the very basics of what we are all about. 

 He was revealed in flesh, 

 Vindicated in spirit, 

 Seen by angels, 

 Proclaimed among Gentiles, 
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 Believed in throughout the world, 

 Taken up in glory. 

 

That’s the foundation – that’s the motivation – that’s the grounding and the force that needs to 

stand beneath, behind and around all that we do in the Church.   

• He came in flesh that we might know the love of God. 

• He was crucified and risen that we might forever live in the love of God. 

• He was brought to the heavens that his love would be eternal. 

• His good news changes the world. 

• And he sits at the right hand of God that he might reign our hearts and lives today, 

tomorrow, and always! 

 

Peter arose, in that moment, as the rock on which the Church would be built not because he was 

particularly special or important, but because he named the foundation and faith on which the 

Church had to be built.  In the 21st century Church, we are constantly barraged with fears, 

temptations and influences that force us to ask that same question of ourselves.  What are we 

going to build on?  What are we going to build with?  The foundation is Jesus, and the rock of 

the church is the faith of Peter.  I am ever-more convinced that the Church that stands the test of 

time is the one that casts aside the fear, the temptations, the tradition and the fads and simply 

remains ever focused on building with faith on the foundation of Christ.  It may not always be 

easy, but at least in some ways, it is that simple. 

 


