Lesson for December 17, 2006

The Life of Christ

Peter’s Great Confession

(Matthew 16:13-20; Mark 8:27-33)

After the warning regarding the leaven of the Pharisees, Jesus came to the coasts of Caesarea Philippi.  Upon arrival, He asked His disciples who were men saying that He was.  As a group, they said that some were saying that Jesus was John the Baptist, some Elijah, some Jeremiah and others one of the prophets (from the Old Testament).  Jesus then asked the disciples, “who do you say that I am.”  Of course, impetuous Peter answered first and said, “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God.”

The good news was that Peter got it right.  He had learned Who Jesus was by following Him and learning from Him.  Jesus praised Peter for his right answer and explained that this knowledge had not come from some form of academic learning from another human being, but this knowledge had been revealed to Peter by God (truth that had been taught by Jesus).  

Now we have a very famous but often misunderstood verse.  Matthew 16:18 says, “thou art Peter and upon this rock I will build My Church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.”  Some claim that this verse refers to the fact that the universal church (all believers in the Church Age) was founded on Peter.  However, Peter makes it clear that this is not the case in I Peter 2:4-9 (a book that he wrote).  Peter says that the rock upon which the Church is built is Jesus Christ.  What Jesus did was use a play on words in Matthew 16:18.  The Greek word translated Peter is “petros” and means a small stone.  The rock upon which the Church would be built is the Greek word “petra” and means a mass of rock.  Peter was not the huge rock; the huge rock was Jesus upon which the Church would be built.

The Church

The Greek word for church is “ekklesia” and means a called out assembly.  The called out assembly is all believers in the Church Age regardless of affiliation with a local body of believers.  The called out assembly can also be a local body of believers.  When Jesus said He would build His Church upon the Rock (a reference to Himself), He was referring to the universal church (all believers in the Church Age).  Membership in the universal church does not depend on denominational affiliation; faith alone in Christ as Savior is the only prerequisite for membership.  Jesus said that “the gates of hell” cannot prevail against His Church.  Satan cannot remove one person from the universal church; they are eternally secure in Christ.
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In Matthew 16:18, Jesus said that He would give to Peter the keys to the kingdom of heaven and whatever Peter bound on earth would be bound in Heaven and whatever was loosed on earth would be loosed in Heaven.  Notice first the reference to the Kingdom of Heaven, not the Church (the church being in the future).  The Kingdom of Heaven is a spiritual kingdom entered into by faith in Jesus Christ as Savior.  A key is something that locks or unlocks something.  Since Peter had no authority to grant eternal life, the keys to the Kingdom of Heaven can only be the preaching of the Gospel.  God would subsequently use Peter to “unlock” the truth of the Gospel to Israel and then to the Gentiles.  (Acts 2:38-42; 10:34-46)  This same authority was also given to other disciples. (Matthew 18:18; John 20:23)  What better person to use for this assignment than the disciple who recognized Jesus Christ as the Messiah.

The Messiahship of Jesus Christ

The word Messiah is translated from the Hebrew word “mashiyach” meaning an anointed or a consecrated person.  In Greek the word “christos” means the anointed one.  Therefore, Messiah and Christ are interchangeable words for Jesus.  This same Hebrew word for Messiah was used of the Levitical priests who were anointed with “holy oil” as a part of their consecration to God. (Leviticus 8:30-36)

Jesus Christ is our royal High Priest.  (Hebrews 5:6,10)  In order to become our High Priest Christ had to become true humanity.  Jesus Christ represented us before God first on the “altar” of the Cross, and now in Heaven before the throne of God.  By becoming our High Priest, Jesus Christ became our mediator to God. (I Timothy 2:5-6)  As believers in this age, we belong to His priesthood (the Royal Priesthood).  This priesthood is far superior to any other that existed in the past. (Hebrews 7)  As our High Priest, Christ won the strategic victory over Satan in the Angelic Conflict. (Hebrews 4:14-16; 6:17-20)

The priesthood of Christ is the reality of those priesthoods that previously existed in the Old Testament.  Just as the rituals and the sacrifices were shadows of the real things, which were to come in the future, the order of the Royal Priesthood of Christ is the realization of those shadow types. (Hebrews 8)

Just as the priest was set apart to God (anointed) for a specific purpose, Jesus Christ had been set apart by God to accomplish six things during His first advent.  Jesus outlines His purpose in Luke 4:17-19 by quoting Isaiah 61:1-2.  His purposes were 1) to preach the Gospel to the poor - meaning those poor in spirit or lacking a spiritual relationship with God  2) to heal the brokenhearted - faith in Christ heals the broken relationship with God and brings peace and comfort  3) to preach deliverance to the captives - believers are delivered from a position of slavery [condemned by sin] to a position of freedom  4) recovering sight for the blind - a reference to spiritual blindness which faith in Christ heals  5) to set at 
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liberty those who are bruised - the entire human race is bruised by spiritual death at physical birth; our faith in Christ frees us from spiritual death and brings eternal life  6) to preach the acceptable year of the Lord - this was a reference to the fact that the long-awaited Messiah was on earth and would ultimately pay the penalty for sin.

After Peter gave such a wonderful confession as to his understanding of Jesus as the Messiah, he had to be rebuked by Jesus for his lack of understanding about Christ’s ultimate purpose.  Matthew 16:21-28 gives us the story.  Jesus began to tell His disciples that He would suffer, be killed and be raised from the dead.  Peter took exception to this and took Jesus aside and began to rebuke Him.  This lasted only a moment when Jesus turned the rebuke back to Peter in a very stern and eye-opening way.   Peter (and the disciples) had a long way to go before they truly understood the purpose of Jesus’ mission.  Peter had quickly lost his divine viewpoint (acknowledging Christ as the Messiah) and had reverted to human viewpoint (thinking Christ had come to establish an earthly kingdom by force).  We see in Christ’s statement how human viewpoint lines up with Satan’s agenda (“get thee behind Me, Satan”).

Jesus then said to His disciples that they must deny themselves and take up a cross, if they wanted to follow Him.  He also told them that they must lose their lives in order to save them.  To be a follower of Jesus Christ, a person must first accept the free gift of eternal life by believing in Jesus Christ as Savior.  Second, a person (who is now a believer) must exhibit the character of Christ by thinking the thoughts of Christ, which are found only in God’s Word.  Taking up your cross and losing your life means to make following Christ number one priority in your life.  If you are going to follow Christ, you are going to engage in a spiritual battle.  It is a battle to see who will control your soul.  Each of us holds the key to victory - it is called volition or free will.  God did not make us robots.  He gave us the freedom of choice.  Paul speaks about this war in our souls in Galatians 5:16-26. 

Galatians 5 Verse 16

In Greek the word for walk is “stoicheo”, which means to walk in a straight line or row.  If we are “walking in the Spirit” our steps will align with His steps (followers).  In other words, we will allow the Holy Spirit to control “our steps.”  Please remember that God is not an ogre waiting for us to fail so He can “zap” us.  God loves us and wants only the best for us.  Therefore, we should learn to love ourselves, which entails self-worth and self-respect.  God in His grace is always there for us, even in times of our failure.  Since God has compassion on us, we should have compassion on ourselves.  Evaluate yourself, make the necessary corrections and move forward, one step at a time.  Don’t spend time beating yourself up or condemning yourself because of some failure.  Remember that feeling guilty for sins already confessed is itself a sin. (I John 1:6-10)
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Galatians 5 Verse 17

The desires of the flesh (sin nature) oppose the desires of God.  They are contrary to one another.  The Greek word for lusteth is “epithumia” and means a strong desire of any kind.  The strong desires of the sin nature are evil, which opposes the strong desires of the Holy Spirit, which are good.  If you yield to one, it cancels the other.  You are either 100% spiritual (controlled by the Holy Spirit) or you are 100% carnal (controlled by the sin nature).  Remember, the Christian Way of Life is about making the right choices by thinking the right thoughts.

Galatians 5 Verse 18

If you are allowing the Holy Spirit to lead (guide) you, you are not under the control of the law.  But what law - the law of the flesh (sin nature)?  What is the law of the flesh? – doing anything that satisfies it.

Galatians 5 Verse 19-21

Here we have a list of the works of the flesh.  Let us remember that these verses are talking about believers.   Both overt sins and mental attitude sins are mentioned.  

Galatians 5 Verse 22-23

Here we have a list of the works of the Holy Spirit, which can be produced in the life of the believer.  Divine production is always a matter of right motivation, right power and right choices.  All of these are produced by God the Holy Spirit, when He is allowed to control our thinking.

Galatians 5 Verse 24

Positional sanctification is clearly stated here.  The person who belongs to Christ has crucified (to make dead) the flesh (sin nature).  However, the believer still possesses a sin nature and still sins.  So, this is an obvious reference to positional truth and it is potential only, experientially.  By living in God’s power system, we can effectively cancel the influence of the evil affections and lusts of the sin nature.

Galatians 5 Verse 25-26

Here we see experiential sanctification and application.  Since we are positionally “in Christ” (if we live in the Spirit), we are to strive to make our daily experience align with our position “in Christ” (let us also walk in the Spirit). This is what it means to be a follower of Jesus Christ.  We follow His pattern of thinking, which leads to the production of divine good in the life of the believer.

