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The Keys To the Kingdom 

Matthew 16  
 

 
 

Matthew 16:1 

 “Then the Pharisees and Sadducees came, and testing Him asked 
that He would show them a sign from heaven.” 
 
What are the Pharisees and Sadducees asking Jesus to do?  Why are they 

asking for this? 
 

The passage tells us plainly they were “testing” Him, so we know that their 
question was not genuine.  They weren’t looking for help in believing, they 

were looking for ways to discredit Him.  Perhaps they assumed He wouldn’t 
give them a sign, and then they could tell the crowd He was a fraud. 

 

Or maybe they wanted a “sign”…a “miracle”…so that they could let the crowd 
assume He would jump at their command.  Maybe they wanted to turn Him 

into a carnival show – entertainment – a tool for their self-centered wishes.   
 

But Jesus wasn’t biting their bait.  And He wasn’t a “miracle on demand” 
celebrity, either. 
 

 

Matthew 16:2&3 

“ He answered and said to them, “When it is evening you say, ‘It will 
be fair weather, for the sky is red’; 3 and in the morning, ‘It will be 
foul weather today, for the sky is red and threatening.’ Hypocrites!  
You know how to discern the face of the sky, but you cannot discern 
the signs of the times.” 
 
The Pharisees and Sadducees were asking for a sign – something which 

would prove that Jesus is Who He was claiming to be.  In other words: “If 
You really are Who You say You are, then surely You could show us some 

great miracle…right now…and prove it to us.  We haven’t figured out yet 
whether You are who You say You are….even though we’ve seen a few 

“signs”, like healings, etc., we’re just not sure yet about You…so prove 
Yourself!  Show us another sign” 
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Jesus first tells them something about themselves.  They do actually know 
how to read “signs”.  What “signs” are they very good at understanding?  

The weather.  The skies (made by Jesus) give a very good indication of what 
is coming next.  And they could all look up and see what the skies were 

saying. 
 

So they have no excuse here.  They are not stupid.  They know how to 
discern “signs”.  And Jesus has already given them lots of “signs”.  For 

instance, He has healed.  He has shown compassion on not only the well-to-
do, but also on the poor.  He has fed thousands of people from only a little 

bit of bread and fish….and on and on. 

 
What is their problem?  Why can’t they tell that He is speaking the truth?  

They don’t want to know the truth.  They don’t want to read the “signs”.  
They don’t want to do the hard work of looking at their own sinful hearts and 

welcoming the One Who could save them from themselves.  They are proud 
and powerful and mean-spirited, and they like being that way. 

 
Matthew 16:4 

“A wicked and adulterous generation seeks after a sign, and no sign 
shall be given to it except the sign of the prophet Jonah.” And He 
left them and departed.” 
 
Why does Jesus say this?  Why would it be wicked and adulterous to be 

looking for “signs”? Because no sign was necessary.  The facts were very 

clear.  To ask for a sign meant they really didn’t want to turn from their sins.  
They really didn’t want a Savior.  They weren’t really in love with God.  They 

were in love with themselves.  They were adulterous because they preferred 
worshipping themselves to worshipping the One, True God.   

 
What sign does Jesus say they will be given?  What does that mean? 

In parting, Jesus leaves one tidbit of information.  The “sign” they will be 
given is the one of Jonah – who was three days and nights in the belly of the 

whale, and then miraculously brought back to his life.  When they would see 
Jesus three days and nights in the earth, then miraculously brought back to 

life, they’d have their sign.  But it would be too late.  They would have 
already killed the Messiah they had been waiting for all those years. 
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Matthew 16:5&6 

“ Now when His disciples had come to the other side, they had 
forgotten to take bread. 6 Then Jesus said to them, “Take heed and 
beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and the Sadducees.”  
 
At this point the disciples and Jesus get in a boat and travel to another place 

on the Sea of Galilee.  After they have left, the disciples realize they have 
forgotten to bring a meal with them.  (No McDonald’s on the other shore).  

And as they are discussing this…probably wondering where they will get 
bread….Jesus warns them to beware of the leaven (yeast…used in making 

bread) of the Pharisees and Saducees.  They have already moved on in their 

day, wondering about the next meal.  Jesus is still thinking about their last 
encounter with the sinners who called themselves Jewish leaders. 
 

What do they think He means?   

 Maybe they think He is somehow upset with them because they will all 
have to miss a meal. 

 Or maybe they think He is pointing out the evils of bread – how they 
should keep their eyes on spiritual things, and not on their own bodily 

needs. 
 

But Jesus isn’t saying either of these things. 
 

 
Matthew 16:7-12 

“And they reasoned among themselves, saying, “It is because we 
have taken no bread.”  
8 But Jesus, being aware of it, said to them, “O you of little faith, 
why do you reason among yourselves because you have brought no 
bread?  9 Do you not yet understand, or remember the five loaves of 
the five thousand and how many baskets you took up? 10 Nor the 
seven loaves of the four thousand and how many large baskets you 
took up? 11 How is it you do not understand that I did not speak to 
you concerning bread?—but to beware of the leaven of the 
Pharisees and Sadducees.” 12 Then they understood that He did not 
tell them to beware of the leaven of bread, but of the doctrine of the 
Pharisees and Sadducees.” 
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What did Jesus mean?  He meant for them to beware of the doctrine – the 

teachings – of the Pharisees and Saducees.  The “leaders” of Israel were all 
messed up in understanding what was true and what was important. 

 
The disciples were going to be the leaders of the new church soon.  They 

needed to have a good understanding of what was true and what was 
important.  And where your next meal was coming from was going to be a 

part of life, not to be ignored or felt guilty about, but it wasn’t going to be 
the most important thing.  It wasn’t to be worried about. 

 
After all, hadn’t Jesus just fed 5,000 and then 4,000, plus women and 

children? 

 
The future of the disciples was going to be hard – but where their next meal 

was coming from was in Jesus’ hands.  They needed to keep their eyes on 
the truth.  Proclaim the truth.  Jesus would make sure they were fed until 

their job was done. 
 

Now, Jesus and His disciples walk to the region of Ceasarea Philippi – a city 
north of the Sea of Galilee.  As they walk, I imagine, He asks them a 

question: 
 

Matthew 16:12 

“When Jesus came into the region of Caesarea Philippi, He asked His 
disciples, saying, “Who do men say that I, the Son of Man, am?”  
 
What does He ask them?  Who are people saying I am? 

 
 

Matthew 16:14 
“So they said, “Some say John the Baptist, some Elijah, and others Jeremiah 

or one of the prophets.”  

 
Who do people think He is?  Most of the talk they had been hearing out 

there had pegged Jesus as a religious man – or a prophet like the prophets 
of old – or maybe John the Baptist himself. 
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Matthew 16:15 

“He said to them, “But who do you say that I am?”  
 

Ahhh.  The most important question of all.  The one that divides the men 
from the boys, so to speak.  The one that asks them whether they are like 

the Pharisees and Sadducees – still undecided. 

 
Matthew 16:16 

“Simon Peter answered and said, “You are the Christ, the Son of the 
living God.”  
 

Who answers?  Peter. The brave one.  The impetuous one. The one who is 
willing to step out of the boat into a stormy sea because He sees Jesus on 

the water.     
  

And what does he answer?  You are the Messiah.  You are God’s own son.  
I’m picturing this scene, and wondering if Peter went down on his knees 

when he declared his faith – Jesus is Who He says He is.  Jesus is the 
answer to all of life.  He is not just a great prophet of God – He is God.  And 

did the other disciples nod their heads?  Fall to their knees?  Weep?  
Worship? 

 
Has Jesus ever told them this?   He has healed, He has rebuked the wind, He 

has forgiven sins, He has raised the dead, He has told them  
the kingdom of heaven is at hand, He has told them they must be willing to 

confess Him before men, He has told them they must love Him more than 

anyone else, He has told them to receive Him, He has preached the truth to 
the poor and rich alike, He has told them God is His Father, and the His 

Father has given all things into His hand, He has told them He is greater 
than the temple, and greater than the Sabbath, He has cast out demons, He 

has told them that if they don’t believe Him they are committing the 
unpardonable sin, He has told them He will be three days and nights in the 

earth, He has fed 5,000+ with 5 loaves and 2 fish, He has fed 4,000+ with 7 
loaves and a few fish, He has walked on the sea, He has stated that He is 

the One Who has been sent to the lost sheep of Israel…. 
 

But He has never said  “I am the Christ, the Son of the Living God.”   
 

Why hadn’t He?  Because it didn’t need to be said.   It was perfectly clear. 
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Matthew 16:17 

“Jesus answered and said to him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-
Jonah, for flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but My 
Father who is in heaven” 
 

But even “perfectly clear” is not enough to take the blinders off of sinners’ 
eyes.  The Father in heaven – through the work of the Holy Spirit – actually 

has to open dead eyes so they can see for the first time  their need of a 
Savior and then see Who that Savior is.   

 

When the Father makes this perfectly clear to a person, then that person has 
a choice.  Do I bow my knee to the One Who is obviously the Savior of the 

world? 
 

The Pharisees and the Saducees?  Was the Father showing them?  Yep.  But 
they didn’t want to see.  They didn’t want to admit their need.  And they 

didn’t want to bow the knee.  Their eyes were opened – by God Himself – 
and they deliberately closed them again. 

 
Matthew 16:18 

“And I also say to you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build My 
church, and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it.” 

 
Peter’s name means “little stone”.  Jesus is doing a play with words here.  

Peter is a little stone.  But Jesus is going to build his church on a “rock” – 

and that rock is the truth the little stone just uttered – “You are the Christ, 
the Son of the Living God.” 

 
The word “church” has not been used before in the Gospel of Matthew.  Why 

is it starting to be used here?  Because the disciples are being introduced to 
their future.  They will be building the church. 

 
What “rock” will they use to build the church – what “rock” will be the 

foundation of the church?  This truth:  Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the 
Living God. 
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How strong is this rock?  Even all the power of Satan cannot push back the 

rock.  Satan will try.  But he will fail.  Jesus would have to die.  But He would 
not stay dead. 

 
Matthew 16:19 

“And I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you 
bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will 

be loosed in heaven.”  
 

What are the “keys of the kingdom”?  This truth is the keys:  Jesus is the 
Messiah, the Son of God. 

 

If you have believed in Jesus Christ – if you have understood that He was 
the Messiah you needed and have bowed your knee before Him – you were 

handed the keys to the kingdom.  You were given the truth and the eyes to 
see it, and a heart to respond to it.  And you reached out your open hand 

and took those keys.  You repented.  You believed. 
 

Now …what do you do with the keys? 
 

Matthew 16:20 
“Then He commanded His disciples that they should tell no one that He was 

Jesus the Christ.”  
 

Does this seem strange to you?  Why does He tell them to tell no one that 
He was the Christ?  Timing.  Something needed to happen first before the 

world was ready to respond to Him.    

 
 

Matthew 16:21&22 
“From that time Jesus began to show to His disciples that He must go to 

Jerusalem, and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and 
scribes, and be killed, and be raised the third day. 22 Then Peter took Him 

aside and began to rebuke Him, saying, “Far be it from You, Lord; this shall 
not happen to You!”  

 
You see?  Even Peter, who knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that Jesus 

was Who He said He was, could not conceive of Him being killed in 
Jerusalem.  He didn’t want that to happen.  He reacted violently to such 

horrible news.  No!  It must not happen. 
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The world was not ready yet.  Jesus had to die, and then be raised again 

from the dead before the world could realize what this Messiah was all 
about. 

 
Matthew 16:23 
23 But He turned and said to Peter, “Get behind Me, Satan! You are an 
offense to Me, for you are not mindful of the things of God, but the things of 

men.”  
 

Are you shocked at Jesus’ reaction to Peter’s statement?  It doesn’t leave 
much wiggle-room, does it?  Peter wasn’t thinking of what was good for God, 

he was thinking of what was good for men.  Remember, when you tell others 

about Jesus, it’s more for His sake than for theirs.  It’s more for His sake 
than for yours.   

 
The things of God don’t always make sense to us.  But if it is clear that God 

Himself has decided to do things in a way that offends us, then we are the 
ones who must change. 

 
Matthew 16:24-26 

“Then Jesus said to His disciples, “If anyone desires to come after Me, let 
him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me. 25 For whoever 

desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake will 
find it. 26 For what profit is it to a man if he gains the whole world, and loses 

his own soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul?” 
 

Let’s describe the commitment that Jesus is asking from His disciples:  

There is coming a time when it will be easy to be His follower…but right now 
the price will be tremendous.  In order to use the keys of the  

kingdom you will need to lay your life on the line.  Not just theoretically, but 
actually.   There’s no middle line – either you decide to lay down your life for 

the privilege of using those keys – or you truly don’t want to be His follower.  
 

Matthew 16:27 
“For the Son of Man will come in the glory of His Father with His 
angels, and then He will reward each according to his works.” 
 
What is He referring to here?  Who in this group will see Jesus coming in His 

kingdom before he dies?  
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 Matthew 17:1-8    Peter, James and John will see Him very shortly 

after this,  transfigured along with Moses and Elijah – a preview of His 
kingdom 

 

 Acts 1:1-8  All the disciples and Apostles will see Him after His 

resurrection for 40 days. – the beginning of the Kingdom of God. 

 
  Revelation 19:11  - the apostle John, before he died, saw Jesus 

coming again on the white horse in the end of the age – the ultimate 
kingdom of God. 

 
 

Discussion Questions for your Personal Use or for Group Discussion: 
 

1.   16:1-3   What are the Pharisees and Sadducees asking Jesus to do?  
Why are they asking for this? 

 
What “signs” are they very good at understanding? 

 
What “signs” has Jesus already given them…and why can’t they seem 

them? 

 
What is their problem?  Why can’t they tell that He is speaking the 

truth? 
 

 
2. 16:4   What sign does Jesus say they will be given?  What does that 

mean? 
 

 
3. 16:5&6  Now the disciples and Jesus get in a boat and travel to 

another place on the Sea of Galilee.  After they have left, the disciples 
realize they have forgotten to bring a meal with them.  (No 

McDonald’s).   
 

What does Jesus say to them? 

 

What do they think He means? 
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4. 16:6-12  What did Jesus mean? 
 

Why does He bring up the feeding of the five thousand, and the 
feeding of the four thousand? 

 
 

5. 16:12  What is wrong with the doctrine of the Pharisees and 
Sadducees? 

 
 

6. 16:13  What does He ask them? 

 
 

7. 16:14  Who do people think He is? 
 

 
8. 16:15  Then what does He ask them? 

 
 

9. 16:16  Who answers?  Why do you suppose it is Peter who answers?  
And what does He say?   

 
 

10. Has Jesus ever told them this before? 
 

Why hasn’t He said it? 

 
 

 
11. 16:17  How did Peter figure this out? 

 
12. 16:18  There is a word in this verse which has not been  

used before in the Book of Matthew.  What is it? 
 

What “rock” is Jesus building His church on? 
 

How strong is this rock? 
 

13. 16:19  What are the “keys of the kingdom”? 
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14. 16:20  Why does He tell them to tell no one that He was  

the Christ? 

 

 
15. 16:21&22  What does Jesus begin to tell them now?  And  

how do they react? 

 

16. 16:23  Are you shocked at Jesus’ reaction to Peter’s  

statement? 

 

 
17. 16:24-26  Describe the commitment that Jesus is asking  

from His disciples.   

 
 

18. 16:27  Is He telling them here that there will come a time  
when it will be easy to be His follower…but that now the 

price will seem tremendous? 

 

 
19. 16:28  What is He referring to here?  Who in this group will  

See Jesus coming in His kingdom before he dies?  

Revelation 19:11  Matthew 17:1-8 

 
 

APPLICATION QUESTIONS: 
 

1. Have you said to Jesus:  “You are the Messiah – the Son of God”? 
 

 
2. Does your commitment to Christ measure up to what He  

expects of you?    
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3. Are you using the Keys of the Kingdom which have been  

given to you? 

 
4. If you want to use those keys…but don’t ever seem to get the 

courage….or don’t ever seem to know what to say or what to do….or 
don’t ever feel you are living the way you should to have the right to 

use those keys….what can you do? 
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