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“Thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. 

And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” Matt 16:18-19  

Catholics interpret these verses as Christ giving ultimate authority over His Church to St Peter, and thereafter to his successors, the Popes of Rome. Not for nothing are these words inscribed in giant Latin letters around St Peter’s basilica in the Vatican.
Protestant and Orthodox Christians have more difficulty, because these verses immediately raise for them a challenge about their own relationship with the Peter whom Christ appointed. The Orthodox Churches recognise the Pope as successor of Peter, and might accept his primacy of honour, but not any primacy of jurisdiction. 

Both have devised alternative explanations of this text in order to weaken or nullify its Catholic-leaning import. The various options are as follows: 
1. Jesus is referring not to Peter but pointing to Himself as the Rock.

2. Jesus intends not the person of Peter, but Peter’s profession of faith – “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God” - to be the rock on which the church is built.

3. The rock is variously Peter’s preaching office (Melanchthon), the twelve apostles, Jesus’ teaching, God himself. It seems to depend where Jesus is imagined to have been pointing when He said the words!

4. The traditional Catholic interpretation, Peter is the Rock.

The major problem with the first three explanations, is this: Why should Jesus rename Simon bar Jonah as Petros meaning “rock” in Greek, and then ignore it? Why rechristen him Rock if he is not to be the rock?

According to St John (1:42), Jesus told Simon bar Jonah at their first meeting that his name would be Peter.  In the Bible, giving someone a new name always meant a new role, a new mission. Abram’s name was changed to Abraham, Jacob’s to Israel, Eliakim’s to Joakim, Saul to Paul.

In the Old Testament, God alone was referred to as the Rock (Hebrew: tsur) e.g. in the Invitatory Psalm 94: “Come ring out our joy to the Lord, hail the Rock who saves us.” Otherwise there is but a single instance in Isaiah 51:1 where Abraham and Sarah are mentioned as the rock from which the Jewish race was hewn.

Why then did Jesus change Simon’s name to Petros?  The Lord was not given to meaningless gestures. The play on words seems pretty clear here: "You are Rock and upon this rock I will build my Church."  Peter (“Rocky”) and the rock on which the church is to be built are juxtaposed, whereas Peter’s profession of faith in Christ lies two verses back. 
Another objection runs like this: in the Greek, the apostle’s name is Petros, while the usual word for rock is petra (feminine). Petra refers to a massive rock, and petros to only a small pebble. 

This challenge can be answered in two ways. Firstly, Jesus would have been speaking Aramaic to his apostles, not Greek. In Aramaic the word for both Peter and Rock is simply Kepha: “You are Kepha and on this kepha I will build my Church.” Intriguingly the pun still works in French and almost in Gaelic: “You are Pierre / Craig and upon this pierre / crag I will build my church.” 
When St Matthew’s Gospel was written or translated into Greek, the Evangelist was faced with a new problem. The usual word for rock, petra, is feminine. It would be inappropriate to give a man a feminine name, so he put the masculine ending on it, Petros. 

Secondly, in some early Greek poetry there did exist a distinction between petra as rock, and petros as a little pebble. However, in the classics, including works by Plato and Sophocles, there are many occasions of petros to designate "rock". Moreover, the New Testament is written not in early classical Greek, but in koine, the common tongue. By the first century any such difference between petra and petros had disappeared. If the evangelist had wanted to call Peter a small stone, he would have used the word lithos. 
Can we imagine Jesus giving Peter a rather insulting nickname, saying: "Simon, blessed are you for the Father has revealed this to you. I’m going to call you an insignificant Little Pebble, and upon this rock, that is Me, not you [don’t get any big ideas!] I’m going to build my Church. All the same, I will give you the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven. Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven etc.” 

If Jesus was not identifying Peter as the Rock for the Church, why didn’t St Matthew make this clear? Why did the Holy Spirit allow the Church to languish allegedly in error for the first thousand years of its existence, during which this identification went unchallenged?
Many Protestant Bible scholars now admit that the Roman Catholic explanation is the most natural one.  (D. A. Carson in the Expositor’s Bible Commentary, (Zondervan Books), Davies and Allison in the ICC series (T & T Clark). William Barclay, a Presbyterian, in his excellent Daily Study Bible commentaries, states that the interpretation of Peter as the rock is “still the best.” 
Several Church Fathers, including Ambrose and Chrysostom, spoke of the Rock as Peter’s faith, rather than the person of Peter. Augustine mentions both versions. However, they do not contest the fact of Peter’s holding the power of the keys.
There is no need to introduce a false opposition between Peter and his faith. The Catholic approach is usually “both….and” rather than “either…..or.”  Peter is the Rock: his profession of Christ’s divinity can also be the rock of our faith. 

The Semitic expression “the gates of hell” symbolized the greatest war-making power of a nation. The heaviest forces were stationed at the gates, to break into a city at the weakest point. 

Jesus promises that the full fury of the underworld’s demonic forces will not overcome the Church, built upon the rock of Peter. History has amply demonstrated this from century to century: from Nero Caesar to Attila the Hun, from pagan Goths and Vandals to Mohammedan jihad, from Henry VIII to Napoleon, from Hitler to Stalin and Mao-tse-Tung, the Church has survived and come through, at the price of many martyrdoms. 

The Catholic Church is the largest and most ancient institution on the face of the planet. Some people hate this fact. They have a problem with reality, and ultimately with God Himself.


The Egyptian father St Cyril of Alexandria (5th century) gives a very pro-Roman interpretation to this passage:
“According to this promise of the Lord, the Apostolic Church of Peter remains pure and spotless from all leading into error, or heretical fraud, above all Heads and Bishops, and Primates of Churches and people, with its own Pontiffs, with most abundant faith, and the authority of Peter. And while other churches have to blush for the error of some of their members, this reigns alone immovably established, enforcing silence, and stopping the mouths of all heretics; and we, not drunken with the wine of pride, confess together with it the type of truth, and of the holy apostolic tradition.”

When Jesus promises the keys to Peter, the parallel with the first reading, Isaiah 22: 19-23, is clear. The unfaithful steward Shebna is dismissed, and the righteous Hilkiah appointed in his stead as master of the palace of King Hezekiah and keeper of the keys:

“And I will clothe him with thy robe, and strengthen him with thy girdle, and I will commit thy government into his hand: and he shall be a father to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and to the house of Judah. And the key of the house of David will I lay upon his shoulder; so he shall open, and none shall shut; and he shall shut, and none shall open.” 


The keyholder represented the King, acted with his authority and under his will. Peter receives this spiritual authority to open the gates of the kingdom of heaven.

Jesus continues but using rabbinic terminology: "Whatever you declare bound on earth shall be bound in heaven; whatever you declare loosed on earth shall be loosed in heaven." A rabbi could bind or constrain by declaring an act forbidden, or excommunicating a person for serious sin. Alternatively he could loose, by declaring an act permissible or reconciling an excommunicated sinner to the community. 


Peter will take serious decisions for the entire church. He will declare what is allowed and what is sinful for Christian living. 

Early Church writers understood that Peter’s powers were passed on to his successors. St Irenaeus (Adversus Haereses) described how St. Peter and St. Paul founded the Church at Rome. Peter’s office was handed on through Linus, Cletus and twelve successors to Eleutherius in his own day. Tertullian, Origen and St Cyprian of Carthage in the third century argued similarly. 

This weekend, then, spare a prayer for Benedict XVI and the heavy responsibility of St Peter’s role which he carries.
