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Challenge

“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.”

Matthew 16:18 (ESV)
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“This passage is among the most controversial in the 
Bible, as it is a focal point of debate between Roman 
Catholics and Protestants. The former argue that Peter 
is the rock upon which the church is established and 
thus the passage makes Peter the leader of the original 
church (and the first pope). Protestants insist the rock is 
a reference to God on analogy of passages like 1 Cor-
inthians 10:4. Both of these traditional understandings 
are incorrect.
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Referring to Matthew 16:18 – 
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The reference to the rock is the place where they are 
standing – Caesarea Philippi at the foot of Mount 
Hermon. The apostate King Jereboam built an 
idolatrous worship center there (1 Kings 12) and the city 
adopted the worship of Baal practiced by the 
Canaanites since the days of Joshua in their city Baal-
Gad (Joshua 11:17; comp. Judges 3:3). In Jesus’ day, Caesarea 
Philippi was also called Panias, having been dedicated 
to the worship of Pan.
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The theological messaging couldn’t be more dramatic. 
Jesus says the “gates of hell” will not prevail against the 
church. We often think of this phrase as though God’s 
people are in a posture of having to bravely fend off 
Satan and his demons. This simply isn’t correct. Gates 
are defensive structures, not offensive weapons. The 
kingdom of God is the aggressor. Jesus goes to ground 
zero in biblical demonic geography to announce that 
Bashan will be defeated. 
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It is the gates of hell that are under assault – and they 
will not hold up against the church. Hell has no claim on 
those who align themselves with Jesus. He will reverse 
the curse of death and His own will rise on account of 
Him.”
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