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Mathew 16:13-20
(Hold up keys) Keys!  Very important things, aren’t they? I doubt there would be anyone here who wouldn’t have at least ONE key on them right now.  Am I right?  

When we were in Goulburn and our son Joel lived at home, he liked to borrow the van, and take off to Wollongong and visit his mates whenever he got the opportunity. One Sunday evening, I got a panic phone call.  “MUM!….I’ve got a problem…a BIG problem.”  

“Oh no,” I thought – “He’s stacked the car!!”  But he hadn’t stacked the car.  He’d lost the car keys.  And he was stuck.  He couldn’t start the car.  Actually – that’s not entirely true.  He’d hot-wired it and got it to start (where do boys learn these things?) – but the van had a steering lock, and of course the steering wouldn’t unlock without the key.  
Because he had to be back in Goulburn by that night, there was no other solution than for his mother to drive all the way to Wollongong to take him a spare set of car keys. 

You need keys unlock things!

In verse 19 of our Gospel reading for today, Jesus tells Peter that he will give him the keys of the kingdom – that whatever he binds on earth will be bound in heaven. And whatever he looses on earth will be loosed in heaven: A familiar reading to most of us. But what does it mean? And what does it mean to us?

This conversation comes at something of a turning point in Jesus ministry.  Up until then, he’d concentrated his ministry on the Jews.  They’d been the focus of his teaching and healing ministry. Great crowds followed him, drawn by the miracles, the healings, and his amazing teaching. But it was becoming increasingly evident that while they were astounded by Jesus and the things he said and did, they rejected him as the Messiah. It’s from this point that Jesus ministry turns towards the cross.

In this reading this morning, Jesus is becoming more and more aware of the tide of rejection. He finally asks his disciples, “Who do people say that I am?”

Peter replied with the word on the street….”Some think you’re John the Baptist come back to life. Others think that you are perhaps Elijah, or Jeremiah, or one of the other great prophets.”  This was actually high praise.  It meant that Jesus was seen as certainly being from God – under his blessing – but that’s where it stopped.  The people didn’t recognise him as the promised Messiah and Son of God.  They wouldn’t acknowledge him as their King.

Isn’t that a familiar story?  It’s amazing how many people you talk to who are prepared to acknowledge Jesus as someone sent by God -  great teacher and healer.  But that’s as far as they’re prepared to go.  They will not acknowledge that he has any claim on their lives.  I suspect that there are even those within the ranks of the church who hold that position.  

Jesus then turns to his disciples and asks them, “What about you? Who do YOU say that I am?”  Peter replies with conviction – “You are the Christ.  The Son of the living God!”  And Jesus responds with these words,

“Blessed are you, Simon, Son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my father in heaven.  And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.” and then he goes on to talk about the keys to the kingdom of heaven.” 

These few verses have been a topic of controversy through much of church history.  What does Jesus mean? What is this foundation on which the church will be built?  And what are the Keys of the Kingdom that Jesus handed to Peter?

The Foundation

· One interpretation is that the rock Jesus was talking about was Peter himself, which has led to the belief in apostolic succession and the appointment of a Pope in the Roman Catholic church. 

· Another interpretation was that the rock was Peter’s confession of faith.

· However the protestant denominations generally interpret the rock as being the inherent truth of the words “You are the Christ, the Son of the Living God”. The Epistles seem to support this third conclusion. Paul says in 1 Cor 3:11. That “No one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ.”

The Keys

And what about Jesus’ gift of “the Keys of the Kingdom” and his promise that “whatever you bind on earth is bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven?”  What does that mean?

Once again, these verses have caused centuries of debate.  

· Some believe this means that the church has the power to make binding decisions, delegated through the keys given to Peter and his successors.  
· Other scholars have noted that Peter was the one to “unlock the doors” to the gift of the Holy Spirit to the Jews at Pentecost, and to the non-Jews through Cornelius’s household – the two major groups of people recognised in his day. 
But this doesn’t really explain the binding and loosing part.

Most commentators agree that the power to bind and loose on earth what is bound and loosed in heaven, is not so much an authority to determine what is bound and loosed, but more to pronounce it.  In much the same way as when we confess our sins, the priest doesn’t actually forgive our sins, but pronounces them forgiven, as we have confessed and repented of them.

There is also an element of binding and loosing that comes about as a result of certain choices we make.  Let me explain what I mean.
Binding and loosing speaks of freedom. The thing that enslaves us and takes away our freedom is sin. Unfortunately, though we are God’s people, we are not yet perfect, and we still sin.  And we are sinned against. As we sin against others, and as others sin against us – bondages are created.  Have you ever noticed that?  

Think for a moment of the person that you would least like to meet face to face.  Perhaps it is someone who has offended you, or hurt you or treated you badly.  Or offended or hurt or treated badly someone you love.  The offence might be recent.  It might be decades ago.  See if you can form a picture of that person in your mind. 
How would you react if that person sat next to you in the doctor’s waiting room?  Most likely there’d be an emotional wall between you.  There’d be tension between you. There’d be anger. There’d be pain. You’re in bondage – because your relationship with this person would be ruled by these feelings!  

But we can choose to bind or loose.  I’m sure that one of the primary keys Jesus was speaking about was the key of forgiveness.  If we can forgive someone who has hurt us, and let go of our anger and resentment, and our desire to get even – we loose or free not only the other person, we loose ourselves!

A couple of years ago, a woman came to talk to me about an issue in her life that she recognised was crippling her emotionally and spiritually. She’d grown up in a home with an alcoholic father. When he was drunk, he was abusive, both to her and to her mother.  At the age of 8, she’d witnessed her father come home one night completely off his face and get stuck into her mother. She remembered hiding under a table in terror, as he held her mother down on the couch, screaming abuse at her and holding a knife to her throat.  Fortunately the neighbours intervened and the police were called. An AVO was taken out against him and he had to move out.  Unfortunately, he still lived in the same community and had continued his abuse verbally throughout her adolescent years, right up into her late 20s. There was great animosity between them and she hated him.  But she also had come to see how fractured and bound she was by this hatred. She wanted to be free.
Over the couple of sessions we talked and prayed together forgiveness became the key issue.  She couldn’t forgive her father. She was too hurt. There was too much history.  So we came to Jesus together, and sought his healing for the pain and anguish that was buried so deeply.  Jesus did it.  It was beautiful. Jesus then opened her eyes to his love for her father – which was an absolute revelation to her. Through this encounter with Jesus in prayer, she was finally able to forgive her father. It was a choice she made rather than something she felt – she was still pretty fragile.
But when I saw her again a few weeks later, she was a different girl. Her face was clear and her step was light. She was free.  Her whole attitude to life was different.  She was no longer afraid of her father, and they had actually made contact.  It was the beginning of a whole new story for both of them.

I’m convinced that it’s as we practise forgiveness towards one another – or withhold it – we are binding and loosing in God’s kingdom – for we are already part of that kingdom here and now.

The destiny of every believer is to express the kingdom – to live the kingdom.  We bind and loose as we relate to one another. We affirm forgiveness of sin, or its retention. 

And we speak God’s word to one another – that’s another of the keys - not on our own authority, but in the authority Christ shares with us as he shared it with his disciples on earth.

What an awesome privilege Jesus has conferred on us! To actually be his kingdom on earth. To reflect Jesus in our broken and hurting world.  To express him – his grace and his judgements.  Let’s try to be more aware that we’re citizens of his kingdom – and let’s use the keys he’s given us to bring his kingdom to bear upon this world he loves. 

Let’s pray

