JESUS AND THE LAW
Part 5 The Keys of the Kingdom and the Law 

(Matthew 16:18-20)
Jesus’ commissioning of Peter (and the apostles) in Matthew 16:19 gives added confirmation of His understanding of His relationship to the law. Jesus gave His apostles the keys of the kingdom and promised ‘whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.’ Just before this commissioning, Peter had confessed Jesus as ‘the Christ, the Son of the living God’ (Matthew 16:16). Jesus then established His Church on the foundation of this confession, promising that the Church would not be extinguished in the warfare that would follow.

There would be warfare between ‘the gates of Hades’ and the Church that was built on the rock. These metaphors used by Jesus are not easy to follow because normally gates are defensive and not offensive and the rock similarly is usually a picture of defence more than offense. So the picture is not of a Church on the attack against the gates of a city but more of a Church whose foundation resists the storms that beat upon it (Matthew 7:25). Today most interpreters understand Hades ‘gates’ as a symbol of the entire city with its rulers and inhabitants (the realm of the dead together with its demonic rulers). Jesus is depicting a scene in which the powers of the underworld burst forth from their city to attack the Church, a scene similar to Revelation 9:1-11, where an angel is given the key to the bottomless pit and unleashes hordes of demonic forces, which, like locusts, wreak havoc on the earth. In this apocalyptic warfare against the forces of death and Hades, Jesus promises that the Church will prevail.

How do the keys of the kingdom and the power to bind and loose contribute to this victory of the Church? Traditionally interpreters have taken their clue from the use of the same phrase in Matthew 18:18. There the power to bind and loose is the power to exclude from membership in the community (which permits access to, or excludes from, the kingdom of God). With that understanding applied to Matthew 16:19, the assurance of victory comes from the fact that no one who has the sign of God’s kingdom on his or her forehead should be overcome by the demonic hosts. Then the assurance of victory is focused exclusively on the individual members of the Church.
There is another interpretation. There are two sets of gates that unleash their power on earth. The key that opens the gate to the kingdom not only lets people in but also unleashes the power of God’s rule into human history where the battle is raging. Using the keys of the kingdom becomes an effective response to the Church’s prayer, ‘Your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.’ When Peter or the Church opens the gates of the kingdom, they allow God’s redemptive, sovereign will to be expressed on earth, that will of God which in the end will exercise effective rule in human history by overthrowing the forces of evil.

What do ‘binding’ and ‘loosing’ mean? They are rabbinic terms referring to authoritative decisions concerning what is prohibited and what is permitted by the law. They are concerned with the true interpretation of the law because it is the law of God (or will of God) that determines what is bound and what is loosed. The opening of the gates of the kingdom brings to earth the true interpretation of the law.

What the Church binds or looses, according to Jesus, will have been bound or loosed in heaven. The action in heaven precedes the action on earth. Because the heavenly action comes first, the church’s authority is not autonomous. It must correspond to what has been decided in heaven. It can only know this from the revelation that Peter and the Church have received, in context here that Jesus is the Christ, the Messiah. The law must be interpreted in the light of that confession and in the light of the fact that the law and the prophets are fulfilled in Christ.
The apostles had no authority to bind what Jesus loosed or loose what Jesus had bound. For that reason they used Jesus’ teaching and commandments to settle issues in the Church, at least on matters Jesus had spoken on. Jesus had loosed His disciples from the laws of clean and unclean foods (Matthew 15:17), temporarily from fasting (Matthew 9:14f) and from the temple tax (Matthew 17:26) which implied release from all temple obligations. The disciples didn’t understand these implications during Jesus’ ministry but they later applied temple, priestly and sacrificial categories to the Church and Christian life. There is also an implicit release from circumcision as the rite of entrance into the kingdom (Matthew 28:19). The apostles were to teach what Jesus had commanded.

So the authority to bind and loose refers to interpretation and application of the law and the prophets in the light of the confession that Jesus is the Messiah, the one who is in His teaching and actions fulfilled that law. Jesus describes the disciples as a scribe trained for the kingdom of God and a householder who brings out of his treasure things old and new (Matthew 13:52). The treasure is Jesus Christ, the fulfiller of the law and the prophets, whose fulfillment is the original binding and loosing. In the light of that fulfillment, the Church continues to interpret the righteousness of the law and the prophets as a norm for Christian living. If the Church is to successfully ward off demonic hosts and the forces of death, it cannot ignore the law and the prophets. Until the end of the age, the law and the prophets provide valid instruction in the way of righteousness.

This view of the law implies it is not static. The law is the articulation of the dynamic will of God moving toward fulfillment meaning it is capable of adaption and in that sense, of change. For example the New Testament way of righteousness releases Jesus’ disciples from the necessity of circumcision even though the Old Testament insists on its necessity. It releases the Church from the seventh-day Sabbath because that reality finds its supreme fulfillment in Christ’s resurrection on the first day of the week. 

This task of assessing how the on-going validity of the Old and New Testament scriptures should be applied continues until the close of the age. If the Church fails to include in this task the application of the law and the prophets, it will be weakened in its struggle against the forces of evil and death in our time. As the Church performs Christ’s mission, He promises to be in her midst until the close of the age (Matthew 28:20). Only then will the Church’s struggles with such issues come to an end. Until then the gates of the kingdom of God have swung open, fulfillment has happened, righteousness has been sown on the earth and the powers of death cannot win.  
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