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Appendix — Explanation of Matthew 16: Verses 18 And 19 
 

Verse 18 
 

And so I say to you, you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build 
my church, and the gates of the netherworld shall not prevail 
against it. 

 
 

"Peter" 
 

At His first meeting with Simon, Jesus declared to him that his 
name would be changed to Peter. In the list of the Apostles, Matt. 
10: 2, the name Peter had already been given to him. Whenever 
God changed the name of a person, this was done to designate a 
special office or dignity divinely conferred upon him. God 
changed Abram's name to Abraham:  

 
"No longer shall you be called Abram; your name shall be 
Abraham, for I am making you the father of a host of 
nations.  

I will render you exceedingly fertile; I will make nations 
of you; kings shall stem from you." (Gen. 17: 5 — 6).  

 
Jacob's name was changed to Israel:  

God said to him: "You whose name is Jacob shall no 
longer be called Jacob, but Israel shall be your name." 
Thus he was named Israel.  

God also said to him: "I am God Almighty; be fruitful 
and multiply. A nation, indeed an assembly of nations, 
shall stem from you, and kings shall issue from your loins.   
                                                               (Gen. 35: 10 — 11). 

 

"Rock" 
 
On the present occasion, Jesus declares the future office of Peter, 
because of which He had changed his name from Simon. In the Aramaic 
language, which Jesus spoke, the term translated by the name "Peter" 
means rock, and it is not known to have been used before this time as a 
personal name. Hence, the words of Jesus are equivalent in English to:  

 
"You are Rock, and upon this rock I will build my church."  
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The symbolic meaning that Jesus attached to the name Rock, or Peter, is 
apparent from the name itself, from the context, and from Old Testament 
usage. In the Hebrew Old Testament God is often called a rock — e.g., 
in Deut. 32: 4 ("the Rock"), ("the rock of his salvation"); Ps. 17: 47  
("my rock"), etc. All these appellations express the idea that God is the 
unshakable basis of His people's salvation. With this background in the 
minds of the Apostles and the readers of the Gospel, the designation of 
Peter as the rock upon which Jesus will build His Church clearly 
conveys the idea that Peter is the unshakably firm support and basis on 
which the Church — both the building and its foundation, in the meta-
phor — was to be established. Furthermore, since authority is the source 
from which a society derives its firmness and stability, the words of 
Jesus contain the promise that He will confer the supreme 
authority in His Church on Peter. 
 
 
 
 
 

"Gates of the netherworld"  
 

"Gates of the netherworld" — the power of the devil and his helpers. 
"Gates" are equivalent to "city," as in Deut. v. l4 "The stranger that is 
within your gates" (Compare with the same usage in the Hebrew text 
of Deut. 12: 21;  
Ps. 85: 2; Ps. 99: 4). "Netherworld" (Greek "Hades") is not "the realm 
of the dead," as in the Old Testament, but rather the devil, because: 
(1) "prevail" is to overthrow by hostile activity, which proceeds from 
a person;  
(2) the devil is the principal enemy of the Church (Matt. 13: 39; Lk. 
22: 31; Jn. 8: 44), against whom Christians are particularly warned (2 
Cor. 4: 4; Eph. 6: 11 —18; 1 Peter 5: 8); and  
(3) "netherworld" designates the devil in Rev. 6: 8 and 20: 14.   Since 
the most powerful adversary of the Church is incapable of overthrowing 
it, its unshakable permanence to the end of time, on the rock that is 
Peter, is foretold by these words of Christ. 
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Verse 19 

I will give you the keys to the kingdom of heaven.  
Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and 
whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven." 

 

 
 

To   "Give the Keys" 

To "give the keys" of a house, a kingdom, or of anything symbolically 
represented as such, to any one is to confer upon him the supreme 
administrative power over it, subject only to the one that confers the 
keys.  
 
— In Isaiah 22: 22 Eliacim receives the keys of the house (that is, the 
kingdom) of David;  
 
— In Revelation 3: 7; Jesus has the key of David; Rev. 1: 18; He has the 
keys of death and hell; Rev. 9: 1; and Rev. 20: 1; an angel has the key of 
the bottomless pit.  
 
The same figure occurs in Greek and rabbinical literature. St. Peter, 
therefore, here receives the promise of the supreme authority and 
responsibility within the Church, subject only to Jesus, who confers it. 
 

"Whatever you bind or loose." 
 

According to contemporary usage in Israel, the power of "binding and 
loosing" is the power of teaching and the legislative and the judicial 
power. Since this power, as promised to Peter, extends to all things 
"whatever," it is universal in scope. Hence, it is limited only by the 
divinely established purpose and constitution of the Church, and it 
extends to all her members. Since this power is promised to Peter 
alone, it is the supreme power in the Church, and it is shared by none 
of the other Apostles. The concluding words, "shall be bound . . .  
loosed also in heaven," declare that God will ratify the acts that Peter 
will perform as head of the Church in the exercise of the powers here 
promised to him. 

 

Traditionally, the Church has acted on our Lordꞌs words as implying a 
guarantee to His representative on earth of right decision-making, but this 
relates to teaching in matters of faith and morals only. 

 
(Based on "The Gospel According to St. Matthew, by L. F. Miller, S.T.J.; Joseph Wagner, Publishers. 1937). 

 
Adapted for Internet use. 
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Editorial Comment 
 

Many Christians who are not members of the Catholic Church may have difficulty understanding the 
authority Roman Catholics believe was conferred on St. Peter. Our Lord taught that His Church would 
always be led by the Holy Spirit to maintain the integrity of His doctrine and commands. Members of the 
Church are bound to uphold all that Jesus commanded (Matt. 28: 18). However, it is well documented, 
commencing with the Book of Acts, and recorded in the annals of the Church down through history, that 
people may hold a very extensive range of opinions on all aspects of the Faith. Indeed, within the 
Catholic Church there has never been a period when debates have not been in progress about one matter 
or another. The Church thrives on informed, rational and respectful divergence of viewpoints and their 
humble expression for open debate. This practice has continued in the Church since it was part of the 
Synagogue. Indeed Hebrew Catholics view it as a gift from Judaism: the on-going, lively debate of the 
Faith as it presents in the contemporary world — in whatever era. 
 
The issue raised in Matthew 16: 19 above is that in matters of faith and morals, when adjudication is 
required — and this does not normally occur without substantial, long term debate beforehand — when 
the faithful need a clear definition of articles of the Faith, the responsibility for this and the authority to 
declare what the correct teaching is — this is the role of whoever is sitting "in the chair" of Peter. 
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