Text: Matt 16: 13- 20

Exegetical Point: Jesus, the Lord of the Church, creates, sustains and ensures her life.

Focus Statement: God creates, sustains and ensures the life of the church

Function Statement: That my hearers would have an enriched view of Christ’s church

Introduction
Ok, after reading today’s text, Luther was wrong, the Pope was right and we should all just go down the road and ask for forgiveness from the successor to Peter…Just kidding.  While Rome is off base about the Pope and those keys that he has in the papal crest, they are not his exclusive possession, not even in today’s text, Rome does have some good emphases that are downplayed or often denigrated in the Protestant tradition.  Today let’s consider what it means to be church, or more specifically to be what Jesus called my ekklesia or my assembly.
Trouble in the Text
Part of the trouble with living in a sinful world is just all the misconceptions that we humans come up with.  Within Matthew, we are at a hinge point of the Gospel.  Jesus has been teaching his disciples.  He has been leading them through some cycles of prayer, study and trial.  Jesus has done miracles pointing to him as YHWH, the worker of signs and wonder.  Jesus was healing people, he was starting the restoration of the creation, a hallmark of the messiah.  Jesus taught the disciples and the crowds in parables as foretold by Isaiah.  He confronted the Pharisees and other Jewish leaders for their lack of faith and their demands for signs according to their views.  So opposition grew, but the ministry was still on an upward and outward course.  Large crowds follow and gather.  The disciples are taught and start to catch on - like that moment in the boat after Jesus walks on water and calms the wind - the disciples fall and worship.  But Jesus has reached the farthest extent of his earthly ministry.  He was in the region of Tyre and Sidon, healing the Canaanite woman’s daughter.  The second feeding miracle, this time of probably a majority of gentiles, happens when Jesus feeds 4000.  And now he’s in the region of Caesarea Philippi - About 100 miles north of Jerusalem, a long way by foot, and at the far northern boundary of the old Israelite kingdom.  But the time is drawing short.  The trip up to Jerusalem, you always go up to Jerusalem, the trip to the cross, is about to start.  But something must happen first.  The disciples, or at least one disciple has to “get it”.  So Jesus asks, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?”

And out come the misconceptions:  
Some say you are John the Baptist.  The Baptist?  Herod killed him.  Cut off his head.  To believe that you have to believe in reincarnation or transmigration of souls or just be a guilt stricken paranoid, like Herod, who thought Jesus was John the Baptist – risen from the dead to haunt him.  This is not even a serious answer but superstition and magic.  The modern day equivalent would be saying Jesus was a great soul or a lightworker or some other such clap-trap. 
Others say Elijah.  At least that is serious.  Elijah, the prophet taken up in a chariot of fire.  The one in popular thought expected to come back – the forerunner of the messiah…But the fore-runner has already come.  The Baptist has made the highway in the wilderness.  Jesus has already said, look at John, that one, if you can accept it, is the Elijah to come.  A better answer, but still not correct.  The modern thought might be to express something like Jesus is a universal savior, whether you confess him or not.  It is a popular position, but has the words of Jesus himself against it.  

Still others say Jeremiah or one of the prophets.  And these answers come from the fringes.  Not the popular expectation of Elijah for this group.  We are better than that.  We know more - are better trained - more refined.  When Jesus talks like this he echoes this prophet, Jeremiah or Amos or one of the others.  That is who he is if you have a refined ear.  The snobbish version of Elijah.  We might think of the people today who would answer something along the lines that Jesus was a necessary historical figure or a great teacher.  An acknowledgement of something important, but none of that popular belief stuff. 
Grace in the Text
After running through the clearing house of wrong views Jesus asks the question a different way, but you yourselves, my disciples, who do you say I am?  You’ve seen it all.  You’ve had the instruction and the revelation and the prayer.  Are you getting it?  And Simon Peter steps up, “You are the Christ, the son of the living God.”

And Jesus celebrates.  I got at least one.  Blessed are you Simon Bar-Jonah.  Flesh and blood did not reveal this to you but My Father in heaven.  Simon you get it.  And at that confession, Jesus opens the flood gates of grace for his church, talking to the first member of that Church.
You are Peter, petros, a stone, and on this beadrock, petrai, I will build my church.  On the bedrock of confession I will build my church from many individual stones of which you are the first Peter, many individual Peters will come into the church.  This area has a great visual in the cobblestone houses.  Each of those stones, petros, can be seen, but they are all one house built on a bedrock.  And that is a promise.  Just like YHWH in the old testament called a people, Israel.  Jesus is calling an assembly, a new people, his ecclesia, his church.  As Jesus said, the one that confesses me I will confess before my Father.  It is a new covenant with the bedrock in confession of who Jesus is.
But the grace doesn’t stop at the creation of a new people.  The gates of Hades (of death) will not overcome my assembly, my church.  And that is a promise.  Whatever comes at the church, lions or Caesars or false sons or heresy…won’t overcome it.  Jesus will sustain His people, just like YHWH with the manna in the desert.

But Jesus goes still further.  He does not just promise to create and sustain the church, but to perfect it.  To give Her the power and authority to continue His ministry.  “I will give to you the keys of the reign of heaven.  What you bind on earth, it will already have been bound in heaven.  What you loose on earth, it will already have been loosed in heaven.”    Jesus blesses the church with His power and authority.  When you forgive a sin, I’ve already done it.  When you hold someone accountable, I’ve done that also.  The power and authority to give grace – that amazing gift – resides in the church.
Application
So what is the church today, 20 centuries later?  Does Jesus still call, and sustain and enable His church?  What about all this different bodies and institutions and places that call themselves church – Jesus’ ecclesia?  Which is right?  Are any of them right?  And are they necessary?  Can’t I just have my own personal Jesus, a Jesus in my heart?  If I don’t know these answers, is anything that a church does valid or authorized?
I think those are a giant swirl of questions that we have done a pretty poor job of answering.  And they are big questions.  Fundamental questions of what it means to be a follower of Jesus and where that discipleship takes place.  It is those questions that our text addresses.  The church when it has been serious has struggled with and answered those questions.
The church of the 2nd century wrote a line in our creeds to address the church.  The Apostle’s creed which we confessed just minutes ago includes the line – I believe in the Holy Christian Church, the communion of saints.  The Nicene creed says it more clearly – I believe in one holy Christian and Apostolic Chruch.  The church is the communion of saints.  The church is the assembly, the ecclesia, of all people of all times and places that Jesus has called to be His people.  The one holy Christian church, as the Romans would say, the Una Sancta, is a creedal statement.  It is a matter of revelation and belief.  This side of the new creation, we do not see clearly the capital T True church.  Men and women don’t read hearts which is required to see the true church.  The Augsburg confession admits in article 8 that many hypocrites and evil persons are mingled within in them in this life.  But we believe and confess that the One Holy Christian church does exist.  We have the promise of Jesus himself that it does.  On this rock, on this confession, I will build my church.  
That confession is the bedrock of the Apostolic church.  The church holds to the Apostolic confession.  The Augsburg Confession holds that the church is recognized where the gospel is purely taught.  The gospel, the good news, is at its simplest a proclamation.  Jesus lived and died and rose again, for you.  The gospel is a proclamation.  This is true.  It happened.  You can’t discuss something claimed as a fact.  All that is left is rejection or acceptance.  Did Jesus live and die and rise again, for me?  The Church is the assembly of people who with the Apostles say yes.  The church confesses and proclaims that gospel – Christ for you.  

That church gathered around the call of the gospel has the second promise, the gates of Hell will not overcome it.  The third verse of today sermon hymn captures the attitude of the True Church. 
Though with a scornful wonder, The world sees her oppressed

By schism rent asunder, By heresies distressed

Yet saints their watch are keeping, their cry goes up How long?

And soon the night of weeping, shall be the morn of song!

Hell does its best – outright oppression where Satan has a firm grip.  Human vanity and pride leading to schism instead of being poor in spirit and submitting to the Word.  False wisdom and a wide range of motives erecting heresy, all trying to use the church for some other purpose than proclamation of the saving power of Jesus.  Hell does its best.  But saints their watch are keeping.  The Church listens to her Lord when he said Watch, stay alert.  And soon the travails, from the large heresies to the small church politics, will be over.  The true church will be revealed when Jesus returns in triumph and those newly revealed and white robed saints sing their way into the new Jerusalem.
The confessing church gathered around the gospel has the authority to dispense grace.   The means of that authority are found primarily in the sacraments.  The initial granting of grace in the washing of Baptism.  The forgiveness of sins received in the body and blood of Christ taken in communion.  The church also holds the keys.  What the church binds on earth has been bound in heaven, what the church looses on earth has been loosed in heaven.  We practice a corporate absolution, that proclamation of forgiveness in the divine service.  The church also practices the consolation of fellow believers.  Where ever two or three are gathered.  Whatever is bound or loosed in those assemblies, those gatherings of believers, has already been bound or loosed by Christ in heaven.  So when the public servant, the minister of the church, proclaims from the pulpit or announces absolution, Jesus Christ was given to die for you and for His sake God forgives you all your sins, it has already been done in heaven.  God has already removed those sins away from you.  The minister just proclaims it.  

All of these actions of the Church are firmly based upon the Word.  If two or three who confess Jesus are gathered, there he is.  The room could have a 1000 heretics and schismatics and a vile and unbelieving minister, but for those two or three, the call and promise and authority are present.  The sticky problem for all of us heretics and schismatics and sinners is that the authority resides in the gathering, the assembly, the church.  That part human institution that is bound to tear your heart out.  That entity that contains people we don’t like and who annoy us.  That institution that is always after something.  Jesus called his ekklesia, his church.  We find authority together, we find promises together, we find forgiveness together.   
