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Pentecost 12A – Matthew 16: 13-20 

 I’m sure that you have all heard about school field trips.  Elementary Schools, Middle 

Schools and High Schools have them…..Universities and Colleges also have them.  I know that 

school has changed a lot over the years but field trips are a fairly common thing in our day and 

age.  Field trips can be a lot of fun; like the end of the year trips, that say, a third grade class 

might take to the zoo in Winnipeg, or a sixth grade class might take to a water park.  But as fun 

as field trips are for some students, they can also be very educational.     

 These kinds of field trips can be less fun for some students, but after all they are an 

extension of a school, so sneaking in some learning while out on a field trip shouldn’t be that 

much of a surprise.  And some educational field trips can be very fun indeed.  It is a way to take 

students to a particular place so that they can experience something rather than just talking about 

it.  I remember way back when I went to high school our volleyball coach arranged a field trip 

for our team to go to the University of Manitoba to watch the Bison’s play.  For a small town 

boy this was something I was very much looking forward to.       

 Watching the volleyball games at the U of M, as fun as that was for the team, was also 

very educational.  You see, our volleyball coach used what we saw there to teach us about how a 

good offence should look in volleyball.  These high level university players had a lot of energy 

and motion in their attack and the hits just kept coming and coming.  Yes, they could play great 

defence too, but it was the offence that really caught the eye.  They could attack from several 

places at the net as well as hitting from the back row.  As I recall, our high school team didn’t 

make it to provincials that year, but our team offence did get a lot better…..and we have that 

field trip to thank for it.           

 Today we meet Jesus and his disciples as they continue to travel around.  And in today’s 
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reading we hear Jesus asking the disciples a question that is well-known to many people.  He 

asks them, “who do people say that the Son of Man is?”  But there is a detail in our reading that I 

want to focus on…..a detail that is often overlooked.  At first, it seems like an unimportant detail, 

but if we look at it, in a way, Jesus is taking the disciples on a field trip…..and this field trip is 

not one of the fun ones, it is definitely an educational one.       

 Before Jesus asks his question to the disciples we are told that they came into the district 

of Caesarea Philippi.  Jesus and his disciples travelled around a lot, and where they were was 

usually not as important as what they were doing.  For example, last Sunday most people will 

remember Jesus’ dealings with the Canaanite woman more than they would that it took place in 

the district of Tyre and Sidon.  In today’s reading it is the same way.  Today we hear Peter, the 

rock, proclaiming Jesus as “the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”  Many people will 

remember Peter’s proclamation…..but what is the importance of being in Caesarea Philippi?  

 Caesarea Philippi, at one time was named Banias.  Herod Philip changed the name to 

honor both himself and Caesar, coming up with the name Caesarea Philippi.  About 30 miles 

north of the Sea of Galilee, this was a place that worshipped Pan, the goat god.  There was a cave 

located there that included very deep pits…..and this cave was believed to be the dwelling place 

of Pan.  It was a place that produced much fear as there were strange noises and many mysteries 

associated with the cave.  To the pagans it was a gate to the underworld and many horrible acts 

of worship to these false gods took place.  It was here, a place that any devout Jew would want to 

steer clear from…..it was here, on a field trip to the gates of hell so to speak, where Jesus chose 

to reveal his true identity to his disciples.         

 Jesus could have revealed his true identity anywhere.  It could have been on a boat on the 

Sea of Galilee, it could have been in a temple, it could have been on a mountaintop, it could have 
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been at a wedding banquet…..it could have been anywhere…..so it’s very interesting that Jesus 

chose this place, the place with such a terrible pagan reputation attached to it to reveal who he 

was.  What a strange place for a teacher to take his students for a field trip.  But, just like school 

teachers, a field trip is a chance to experience something…..it is a chance to go out and feel the 

emotions that surround a place…..and this is very hard to do when you are just talking about 

something.             

 Maybe Jesus wanted the disciples to know that there was more to ministry than just 

sitting in the temple and discussing scripture.  Maybe Jesus wanted them to know that there was 

more to ministry than just following your teacher around.  Maybe Jesus wanted to motivate the 

disciples as they stood in a place that was likely not a comfortable place to be.  Maybe he wanted 

to demonstrate that ministry in his name was not always clean and safe and comfortable.  

Whatever the case may be here were the students standing before their teacher at the gates of 

hell.              

 And here, at this place, Jesus reveals his identity as the Son of God and he also says that 

upon Peter the rock will he build his church…..a church that even the gates of Hades will not 

prevail against.  The phrase, “gates of Hades”, has been used to describe the gates of hell as well 

as the gates of death.  And, according to Christ, his church will stand firm against these gates.  

And here I would like to talk once again about offence and defence…..only this time not 

involving volleyball.            

 What are gates used for?  In terms of military strategy a gate cannot go on the offence.  A 

gate cannot attack another army…..a gate is meant to keep opposing armies out.  A gate is 

definitely a defensive structure.  A well-made, solid gate was very difficult to break down for an 

army trying to get in.  So, when Jesus talks about his church struggling with the forces of evil, he 
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just assumes that the church will be on the offensive.  He assumes that hell will be counting on 

their gate, in defensive position…..and when it does, that gate will not prevail.  Christ’s church is 

supposed to be a church on the offence.  Christ’s church is a church that is in action…..a church 

where actions speak louder than words.         

 I remember one volleyball match we had back in high school.  The opposing team came 

into our gym and some of them starting trash talking us.  They were making bold predictions as 

to how badly they were going to beat us.  And there is one thing I will always remember…..in 

their pre-game warm-ups they brought out a ghetto blaster and started to play “We Are the 

Champions” before the game even started.  Well, due to our improved offensive attack…..we 

beat them.  Our actions did the speaking for us.       

 The church of Christ is much the same.  It is to be a church where actions speak even 

louder than our words do.  And in this day and age where there is so much hatred, anger and 

chaos, we can’t afford just to hide away in our buildings, waiting for things to get better.  We 

can’t afford to just sit in defensive mode.  Sixty seconds of the evening news is all you need to 

hear about the latest round of hatred, anger and chaos.  And Jesus calls us, as members of his 

church, to be on the offense against such things.  He reminds us today that his church is one that 

is to be on the offense…..one that even the gates of Hades will not be able to stand against.  

 Just the other day I heard about something that happened in Winnipeg.  One 

neighbor…..let’s just call him Bill, was angry with his neighbor…..let’s call him Gary.  Bill was 

mad at Gary because there was a tree on Gary’s yard that was growing over into Bill’s yard.  

Gary felt that if he cut the large branch off the tree it might eventually kill it.  Bill didn’t care 

about the tree…..he only wanted the branch taken off.  Bill became so mad one day that he 

threatened to poison Gary’s dog if he didn’t take the branch off.  It just so happened that before 
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the situation was resolved Bill had a heart attack.        

 Now Bill was an elderly bachelor and he didn’t have any family or neighborhood friends 

to look after his garden and his yard for him while he was in the hospital.  When Bill came home 

10 days later he found that his garden was weeded and that his lawn had been nicely cut.  Just a 

few minutes after he had gone into the house someone came to his door.  When Bill opened it, 

there stood Gary with a couple of pails of garden vegetables that he had harvested from Bill’s 

garden.  After a moment of shock Bill said thank you and found out that it was also Gary who 

had cut the lawn, harvested and weeded the garden and watered Bill’s shrubs for him.  I never 

heard about how the branch dispute was settled, but because Gary acted the way that he did, I’m 

willing to bet that the branch won’t bother Bill anymore.       

 This is the way that Christ’s church is supposed to look…..a church that responds to 

anger with kindness…..a church that responds to frustration with patience…..a church that 

responds to addiction with hope…..a church that responds to darkness by being a light…..a 

church that responds to violence with peace…..a church that responds to despair with beautiful 

music…..a church that responds by being on the offense…..by letting our actions speak for us.  

Will we fix all the problems in our world…..no, but we can do whatever we can to keep pushing 

on the gates of Hades…..and during one glorious day in the future those gates will fall.    

 Today we heard a question from Jesus to his disciples, “who do you say that I am?”  May 

I suggest to all of you here this morning, that you answer that question by letting your actions 

speak for you…..and may you all be blessed as you do so.  Amen.   
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