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Get Out of the Huddle and Into the Game 
Matthew 16:13-18 

March 23, 2014 
 
We are near the end of our sermon series, The Beautiful Amazing You.  Over the 
last month or so, hopefully, you’ve been able to take a closer look at your life.  
You are God’s work of art.  He’s handcrafted you by giving you a unique 
personality.  He’s given you spiritual gifts.  He’s given you passions.  He’s shaped 
you through your life experiences.  And then he invites you to share yourself with 
the world.  And this is God’s story for you.  God’s story for you is much more than 
collecting a paycheck.  It is to be a blessing.  That’s your story. 
 
But your story fits into a much bigger story.  And that is God’s story for the 
church.  That is our story.  We are living in a time when being a part of a church 
isn’t a very high value in our society.  Spirituality is valued.  Not so much going to 
church.  A lot of people think, What’s the point of church?  Why should I spend a 
few of my precious hours on a weekend to go where there’s a bunch of people I 
don’t know.  So we are going to work towards the reason why people should go to 
church.  And it has to do with the big, big story that God is writing.  And the 
church is the main character.  And you are a part of it. 
 
Turn to Matthew chapter 16, verse 13.   
 

13 When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his 
disciples, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?”  14 They replied, “Some 
say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of 
the prophets.”  15 “But what about you?” he asked. “Who do you say I am?”  
16 Simon Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”  
17 Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not 
revealed to you by flesh and blood, but by my Father in heaven. 18 And I 
tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the 
gates of Hades will not overcome it.  Matthew 16:13-18 

 
What did Jesus mean when he said that the gates of hades will not overcome the 
church?  When you think about it, that is an odd thing to say.  In Jesus’ day, Hades 
was understood as the realm of the dead.  The underworld.  It was thought of being 
down in the ground, because that’s where you buried the dead.  And their souls 
went to Hades.  Hades, it was believed, was something that related to the afterlife, 
not the present life.  So what threat did that pose to the church?  Normally, when 
we think of threats to churches, we think of threats from the present life, right?  We 
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could all make a list of things in the present that we see threatening the church.  
The threat of the church seeming irrelevant to so many people.  Or the threat of the 
common stereotype of Christians being closed-minded and judgmental.  Or the 
threat of money problems.  Or pastor scandals. Or boring church services.  But 
Jesus doesn’t mention the church having to overcome any of that.   
 
It’s the gates of Hades.  What is it about the gates of Hades that prompted Jesus to 
say that they will not overcome the church?  And what did he mean by that?  In 
order to better understand what Jesus means, we need to understand some of the 
particular details about this story of Jesus and his disciples.  On many occasions 
when you are reading the gospels, the particular location of a story is important in 
the overall meaning of that story.  And here is no different.  In fact, leading up to 
this one particular story, the different locations of Jesus are very important in 
helping us to understand this present story. 
 
You likely know that Jesus did a lot of traveling around the Sea of Galilee in his 
older life.  He would walk around from village to village, each a few miles from 
each other, with his disciples.  He would do things you would expect a typical 
Jewish rabbi to do.  He would go to the local synagogues, or Jewish places of 
worship, and teach.   
 
But as you look throughout the gospels, you see Jesus doing things that we not 
typical of Jewish rabbis.  Especially in the chapters leading up to Matthew 16.  He 
would travel to non-Jewish towns and interact with pagan people.  Take your 
Bible, look through Matthew chapters 14 through 16 and Mark 6 through 8.  These 
two sections of scripture describe the same journey of Jesus going from town to 
town around the Sea of Galilee.  Jesus went to the cities of Tyre and Sidon, two 
pagan cities, heavily influenced by the Roman Empire, along the Mediterranean 
Sea.  What did he do there, by the way?  He healed the daughter of a non-Jewish 
woman. 
 
Jesus went to the Decapolis, which was a cluster of ten Roman cities southeast of 
the Sea of Galilee.  This region was thought of as a very pagan area, heavily 
influenced by Greek culture as well as ancient Canaanite culture.  What happened 
there?  He healed a deaf man, very likely a foreigner from that area.  He also taught 
and fed a crowd of over 4000 people there.  You’ll remember the story of Jesus 
feeding a crowd of 5000, right?  How many loaves of bread and fish did he use?  
Five and two, right?  And when he fed the 5000, do you remember how many 
basketfuls of food were left over?  Twelve.  Jesus made sure to point that out.  
What did that represent?  The Bible doesn’t say specifically, but we know.  The 
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twelve tribes of Israel.  Jesus was acting out and showing something from God – 
God will provide everything that is needed for his own people.   
 
Jesus also fed 4000.  Different occasion.  It happened in the Decapolis, a 
predominately non-Jewish, pagan region.  After everyone ate, the leftovers were 
gathered, just like in the feeding of the 5000.  This time, how many baskets were 
left over?   
 

The people ate and were satisfied.  Afterward the disciples picked up seven 
basketfuls of broken pieces that were left over.  Mark 8:8 

 
Well, if the twelve baskets represented the twelve tribes of Israel, what did the 
seven baskets represent?  If you look at the commentators, they all point to the 
seven Canaanite nations that the Israelites drove out of the promised land – all the 
“ite” nations: the Canaanites, Hittites, Hivites, Perizites, Gergashites, Amorites, 
and Jebusites, who according to ancient Jewish history, settled in that area.  What’s 
the point?  Just as God gives the bread of life to his people, he’s ready and willing 
to give it to all people.  God wants to redeem all nations, no matter how ungodly 
they may seem. 
 
So Jesus went to a bunch of Jewish communities around the Sea of Galilee.  But he 
also went to these predominately non-Jewish areas and reached out to non-Jewish 
pagans.  This was an extremely untraditional idea among the Jewish people at that 
time.   
 
In fact, you’ll remember the story of when Jesus went to his hometown Nazareth 
and taught in the synagogue there.  He unrolled the scroll to a place in the prophet 
Isaiah that said: 
 

18 The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to proclaim 
good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the 
prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, 19 to 
proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.  Luke 4:18-19 

 
Then Jesus said, this scripture is now fulfilled.  I’ve come to do this.  And 
everyone said, Well, that’s just great.  We’ve been waiting for that!  But then 
remember what Jesus said?  He referred to some Old Testament stories about God 
coming to the assistance of non-Jewish pagans, and not the Jewish people.  As if to 
say, I’m not bringing this to you, I’m bringing this to all people.  Remember what 
his hometown then tried to do?  Tried to throw him off a cliff!  They didn’t like 
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that kind of outward-focused generosity of God.  They were just focused on 
themselves.  This idea of Jesus reaching out to non-Jewish, outsider, pagan people 
was extremely unpopular in Jesus’ day.   
 
And before we get too put out with the Jewish hometown crowd for trying to push 
Jesus off the cliff, it doesn’t take too much reflection to realize that we’re pretty 
close to that mentality, too, a whole lot of the times.  Jesus, take care of us first.  
We’re your people.  Don’t you have some promises you are obligated to?  Making 
our life easy and helping us to maintain a certain level of comfort?  And others?  
Well, that’s okay, but don’t forget to take care of your own, too.  This was 
common Jewish thought in Jesus’ day. 
 
So this leads us back to Jesus going to another town outside of Galilee: Caesarea 
Philippi.  This is the only time recorded that Jesus visited this place.  It was a good 
long hike from Galilee, about 25 miles one-way.  You didn’t just frivolously travel 
to Caesarea Philippi.  Why did Jesus go there?  The only thing that the Bible 
reports is Jesus asking his disciples about who he was and saying that on this rock 
he’ll build his church and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.  That’s it.  
What’s so significant?  Caesarea Philippi was an extremely important Roman city 
in that area.  And it was the center of the worship of the god Pan.  Who is Pan?  
Pan is the half-man, half-goat god.  Now what may come to mind is a rather cute 
image of Mr. Tumnus from The Chronicles of Narnia playing his flute.  Don't think 
of that when you think of Pan.  He was a god of fear.  We get our word panic from 
Pan, as he would spread panic through people.  He was often worshiped at caves or 
grottos, usually with water nearby.  People who would worship Pan would go to a 
grotto, sacrifice animals, even participated in child sacrifice, and then throw the 
sacrifice into the grotto, where there was water.  The water was seen as an 
entryway into the underworld.  So, it was believed, there Pan could take the 
sacrifice with him into the underworld.  So the worship of Pan, as you can see, was 
terribly pagan, even getting to the horrific level of child-sacrifice. 
 
Now, Caesarea Philippi had these huge cliffs with natural springs.  That water 
actually is the headwaters of the Jordan River emerge.  And right where the 
headwaters hit the cliffs, there’s a huge grotto.  So, there’s where the worship of 
Pan would take place.  There’s just great darkness in this area in Jesus’ day.  So 
Jesus takes his disciples to this area.  May not have been right there, but this is 
what Caesarea Philippi was known for by the Jewish people.  Jesus takes his 
disciples here and says, on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades 
will not overcome it.  Is he talking about the cliff rock, or Peter, whose name 
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means rock, or both?  We don’t know for sure and scholars have debated that for a 
long time. 
 
But what’s one of the things Jesus is saying?  I’m building my church.  And my 
church is going to go out, go out to places like this, where there is darkness and 
brokenness and lostness, and shine it’s light.  What were the gates of a city?  
Defensive strongholds of the city.  My church is going to go out and shine it’s light 
in darkness, and when it does that, the defensive strongholds of evil will not 
overcome the church.  They’re going to fall.  They’re going to fall!  It’s the only 
statement that Jesus makes about the church, and so you think, What does Jesus 
want his church to be about?  And what can we do to live into that?   
 
What is the picture that Jesus gives of a church?  One that becomes this defensive 
structure, coming in and closing the doors and protecting ourselves?  Where evil is 
just beating on the doors of the church, trying to beat them down?  That’s not the 
picture, is it?  The picture is a church that is not on the defense, but on the offense!  
Going out, not beating others down and pointing out pharisaicly what’s wrong with 
others.  But being a light of love.   
 
Think about it this way.  Now our St. Louis metro area is pretty much a baseball 
town.  But there are a few Rams fans, right?  Imagine taking your family out to a 
Rams game, getting good seats.  Spending a good pocketful of money.  You arrive 
early, get some good greasy food at Edward Jones Dome prices.  Get ready for the 
game to start.  Kickoff happens.  Rams have the ball.  They huddle up.  You’re 
ready for them to start playing.  You’re excited.  But they just stay in the huddle.  
They never run a play.  It’s like they don’t want to try anything or get hit.  They 
just stay all huddled up.  How would you like that?  You’d hate that.  You didn’t 
pay all that money to watch the players huddle up.  You paid to watch them get in 
the game!    
 
The easy thing is for any church, for our church, to stay huddled up.  And not get 
out there and run some plays.  And that means finding someone to bless.  Someone 
to serve.  Someone to reach out to.  And in the context of this sermon series, we’ve 
said that means sharing the gifts God gave you.  Sharing your abilities.  Living out 
your personality and passions as you serve.  Jesus says he’s building his church.  
He’s building this church, and he’s put you here.  You are an important stone that 
Jesus has put here. 
 
Next week, we’re having what we are calling the Gift Exchange.  We were going 
to have it a few weeks ago, but then our schedule was delayed because we 
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canceled church a few Sundays ago because of ice.  But the idea of the Gift 
Exchange is you are the gift.  Jesus has given you as a gift to others in this church 
and this community.  So, we’re going to highlight ways you can get in the game 
and find someone to serve and bless.  We’ll have different tables set up around the 
downstairs of the church.  Each ministry in the church will have a table.  Deacons 
will be behind the tables.  They’ll share some of the things their ministry is doing.  
And my hope and the hope of the elders and deacons is there will be some way that 
will connect with your personality, your spiritual gifts, your passions, your life 
experiences, that you would be interested in doing.   
 
That’s what the gift exchange is about.  About you discovering ways you might be 
interested in sharing your gifts.  Because there is a lot of things that can beat us 
people down.  And sometimes, all it takes is showing a little kindness, a little love, 
just a little of yourself, and you’ve helped to beat down the gates of Hades a bit.  
It’s also about just discovering everything we do in this church.  You can go 
around, learn some stuff, and thank people for them serving, and maybe find some 
way you’d like to serve, too. 
 
Now, here’s what the gift exchange is not about.  It’s not about anyone feeling 
pressured to sign up for anything.  There’s no guilt.  There’s not going to be sign 
up sheets at the different tables.  You won’t be in a position of feeling awkward by 
not signing up.  There will be a way to mark interest in something, but it will be 
private and not using sign up sheets at the tables.  Another thing it isn’t is an add-
on thing to the worship service.  In other words, we’re not going to keep you here a 
long time.  We’re going to finish at our normal time: an hour, hour 5, hour 10 
minutes.  And if you have any questions about the Gift Exchange, I’d really like 
you to call or email me this week. 
 
Now I want to finish by looking at one thing from this passage that is very 
important to the church overpowering evil and brokenness in the world.  There is a 
confession that comes first.  And that confession is that Jesus is the Messiah, the 
Son of the living God.  And that is another thing that scholars say could be the rock 
Jesus refers to upon which the church is built – this confession that Jesus is who he 
says he is.  Now, what is really meant by this confession?   
 
Jesus took his disciples to the heart of pagan god worship.  To confess one of those 
pagan gods as your god was to enter into a life of sacrifice to that god.  But in the 
ancient world of pagan worship, sacrifice was totally done out of fear.  Because it 
was believed that your future was totally dependent upon the favor of your god or 
gods, and the gods were fickle, unpredictable, moody.  They held grudges.  That’s 
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why you have all these Greek mythology stories about the gods doing all kinds of 
horrific things to people on a whim.  And so the sacrifice, whether it be food, 
animal, or even human, was a fearful response to gain your god’s favor, so your 
god would bless you and cause good things to happen.  To confess some being as 
god meant you were utterly devoted to that god, but that devotion was typically out 
of utter fear. 
 
Let me ask you a question, is sacrifice a part of the Christian faith?  Yes!  But not 
in the literal way in the Old Testament of the slaying of some body.  But a different 
kind of slaying.  Psalm 51 talks about this.  King David, who wrote that Psalm, 
writes: 
 

16 you do not pleasure in burnt offerings.  17 My sacrifice, O God, is a 
broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart you, God, will not despise.  Psalm 
51:16-17 

 
It’s a slaying of your own life as that which you live for.  And that is what a broken 
and contrite heart is all about, right?  A contrite heart is when you have tried living 
life on your own and for yourself, but you get so battered and bruised and messed 
up in the process, you finally get tired of that and say, God, I’m tired of getting 
wrecked in life, I’m now living for you!  And what you ask me to do, I’m going to 
do, because I know your way of living is the best.  Notice, this kind of sacrifice 
isn’t done out of being afraid of God, it’s done out of desperation for God.  It’s a 
surrender.  And this is exactly at the heart of saying Jesus is the Messiah, the Son 
of the living God.  It’s a statement about who you are living your life for.  Not 
yourself, but for Jesus.  A church that is strong enough to overcome the power of 
darkness in the world has to a church full of people who have made that 
confession.  It has to be that way.  Because it is just so easy to see your time, your 
life, as belonging fully to yourself.  Jesus went out to all kinds of people – people 
his Jewish family would never think of going out to.  In order for the church to be 
the light God is calling us to be, reaching the people God is calling us to reach, the 
church has to be full of people who say, Do you know who the Lord of my life is?  
It’s Jesus. 
 
Are you at a place in your faith journey where you have said, Jesus, you are Lord, 
and that means my life is a sacrifice for you?   
 
You see, we make that confession because that’s exactly what Jesus did.  He said 
to God, You are my God, and my life is a sacrifice for you.  Except for him, it led 
to a real slaying.  His own life.  He faced all the darkness of death, all the evil in 



	   8	  

this world, and he let it slay him so it wouldn’t slay us.  He took all of the suffering 
and wounds on himself, so we wouldn’t go through that.  That’s how he knows the 
gates of Hades won’t overcome the church.  He’s already defeated them.  But now, 
it’s our turn to just be thankful to Jesus, know what he’s done for us, and say, Now, 
I’ll find some way to serve.  I can do that.  You gave up your life.  I’ll do my small 
part.  I’ll get out of the huddle and get into the game. 
 
 


