
Untitled Clippings (2)
EBC Mt–Lk: a. The Confession (16:13–20)
19 I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven: As in v. 18, 
the promise goes beyond the days of Jesus’ earthly ministry. 
What Jesus’ disciples thought this meant at the time is 
uncertain. Perhaps they hoped that when Jesus established his 
earthly reign and defeated the Romans, they would hold major 
posts under his reign (cf. Bonnard). In the postresurrection 
period, the nature of this inaugurated kingdom became 
progressively clearer.
Here, as in 7:21, the “kingdom” (see on 3:2; 5:3) is to be entered. 
The metaphor therefore changes: from being the rock-
foundation of the church, Peter now becomes the one who wields 
the keys of the kingdom (as Alexander points out, the metaphor 
would be equally mixed if Jesus-rock-foundation “gives” the 
keys). The person with the keys has power to exclude or permit 
entrance (cf. Rev 9:1–6; 20:1–3). There may be an allusion here 
to the chief stewards of monarchs (Isa 22:15, 22). But we cannot 
go on without understanding the binding and loosing (Mt 
16:19b) to which the keys are related.
whatever you bind … loosed in heaven …: Five separate and 
difficult questions must be considered to understand the force of 
this verse, and some answers must be tentative.
1. How are the future periphrastic perfects to be translated? In 
1938, J.R. Mantey (“The Mistranslation of the Perfect Tense in 
John 20:23, Matthew 16:19, and Matthew 18:18,” JBL 58 [1939]: 
243–49) argued that the perfects in all three instances must 
have their normal force. The finite perfect in John 20:23 must be 
rendered “If you forgive anyone his sins, they have already been 
forgiven”; and when the perfect participle is given its full force in 
the Matthean passages, the periphrastic future perfect in 16:19 
becomes “whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in 
heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed 
in heaven” (similarly for 18:18). Thus, as Mantey insisted, there 
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is no evidence for “sacerdotalism or priestly absolution” in the 
NT.
In the same issue of JBL, H.J. Cadbury (“The Meaning of John 
20:23, Matthew 16:19, and Matthew 18:18,” pp. 251–54) noted 
that the six perfects or future perfects in the three passages all 
occur in the apodosis of a general condition. The question, then, 
is “whether a perfect in the apodosis indicates an action or 
condition prior to the time of the apodosis” (p. 251); and, citing 1 
John 2:5; James 2:10; Romans 13:8; 14:23, along with certain 
grammarians (BDF, par. 344; Moulton, Prolegomena, p. 271; 
RHG, pp. 897–98, 908), he denied that this must be so. 
Although he thought the future an acceptable translation here, 
he suggested that in Matthew the perfects have the force “shall 
be once for all” (cf. Allen’s “Whatsoever thou bindest shall 
remain bound, etc.”).
The matter was picked up by W.T. Dayton (“The Greek Perfect 
Tense in Relation to John 20:23, Matthew 16:19, and Matthew 
18:18” [Th.D. dissertation, Northern Baptist Theological 
Seminary, 1945]) and once more by J.R. Mantey (“Evidence that 
the Perfect Tense in John 20:23 and Matthew 16:19 is 
Mistranslated,” JETS 16 [1973]: 129–38). Both works are marred 
by the tendency to cite quotations from grammarians in their 
favor without a fair handling of counterarguments. Of more use 
are Dayton’s short lists of periphrastic future perfects in Strabo, 
Lucian, and some papyri; for all these retain perfect force, even 
when used in the apodosis of a general condition. This is 
valuable comparative material, since periphrastic future perfects 
in the NT are very rare; and there are no finite future perfects at 
all.
While the question is partly grammatical, it must be noted that, 
regardless of whether v. 19 is translated as an English future 
perfect or as an English future, there are difficulties in 
interpretation. If the tense is translated as a future (“shall be 
bound”), the passage can be taken to justify some form of 
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extreme sacerdotalism without unambiguous defense elsewhere 
in the NT. But if it is translated as a future perfect (“shall have 
been bound”), it can be taken to support the notion that the 
disciple must therefore enjoy infallible communication from God 
in every question of “binding and loosing,” a communication 
that is the role of the so-called charismatic gifts. Paul Elbert 
(“The Perfect Tense in Matthew 16:19 and Three Charismata,” 
JETS 17 [1974]: 149–55) introduces them here with no 
sensitivity to broader questions of context, awareness of 
anachronism, or consciousness that the gifts do not provide 
infallible guidance (cf. 1 Cor 14:29). But in neither case do these 
conclusions necessarily follow. More moderate interpretations 
of both grammatical options are possible. But the extremes must 
be noted, especially because some give the impression that if the 
Greek is rendered as an English future perfect, we have 
eliminated sacerdotalism. The truth is that sacerdotalism will 
neither stand nor fall by these texts alone, though it may be 
helped or hindered by them. Meanwhile a future perfect 
rendering is itself not without theological problems.
Recent commentators and grammarians are divided on this 
question. Hendriksen, who finds Mantey’s way of taking the 
perfects “artificial,” opts for “shall be and shall definitely remain 
bound/loosed,” a variation of Allen; and Hendriksen can 
scarcely be called a sacerdotalist. Many grammarians treat the 
perfect participle in this construction as little more than an 
adjective, with little perfect sense remaining (K.L. McKay, “On 
the Perfect and Other Aspects in New Testament Greek,” 
unpublished, graciously sent me by the author; Moule, Idiom 
Book, p. 18; cf. esp. Luke 12:52, where it is very difficult to find 
any perfect force at all [“there will be … divided”: the parallel 
future passive in the next verse makes this clear]). But Turner 
(Insights, pp. 80–82; id., Syntax, p. 82) challenges these views. 
In disagreeing with Allen and Hendriksen, he points out that the 
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future force is restricted to the auxiliary verb estai (“will be”) and 
is not found in the participle, which must retain its perfect sense, 
thereby agreeing with Mantey. Turner further argues that this is 
even clearer in John 20:23, where the finite perfect, not the 
periphrastic future perfect, is used. Similarly Albright and Mann 
say, “The church on earth carries out heaven’s decisions, not 
heaven ratifying the church’s decisions,” which is something of a 
caricature of the options.
What Turner (Syntax, pp. 82–83) and Zerwick (pars. 288f.) 
point out, however, is that where finite perfects have some force 
other than the normal perfect in the NT, they tend to be in well-
known stereotyped forms: oida (“I know,” not “I have known”); 
pepoitha (“I am persuaded”); hestēka (“I stand”). Similar is the 
periphrastic future perfect in Hebrews 2:13: although esomai 
pepoithōs means “I will put my trust” (NIV), not I will have put 
my trust, this participle commonly takes on perfect form with 
present meaning. Likewise, when the perfect has an aorist force 
(Zerwick, pars. 288–89; as at Mt 13:46), there are normally good 
reasons for it, as when the verb is defective and has no aorist 
form (cf. further discussion in BDF, pars. 340ff)
This leads us to the following conclusion: Where questions 
dealing strictly with Greek syntax are asked, it seems impossible 
to reach a firm decision, because there are too many clear 
instances where perfects, whether finite or participial, have 
something other than perfect force. But where paradigmatic 
questions are asked—Why was this word or syntax used instead 
of something else?—we can make some progress. In John 20:23 
the Greek perfects must be taken as retaining their normal force 
as perfects, because both verbs have acceptable present and 
future tenses used elsewhere: neither verb exhibits a preferential 
pattern for the perfect. The perfect participles in the periphrastic 
constructions of Matthew 16:19; 18:18 are based on the two 
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verbs lyō (“I loose”) and deō (“I bind”). Evidence regarding the 
latter is ambiguous; it often occurs as a perfect participle in the 
NT, sometimes as an aorist participle, never as a present 
participle; so one might hold that its perfect-participle form has 
purely adjectival or present force in some instances—a debatable 
point. But the former is unambiguous. Lyō has a full range of 
forms, and it is difficult to see why Matthew did not use either 
the future or the present participle in a periphrastic future if that 
was all he meant. This result spills over onto deō (“I bind”), since 
the two verbs are so tightly linked in these verses. But though 
they must therefore be rendered “shall have been bound/
loosed,” what that means here awaits the rest of the argument.
2. Does the “whatever” (ho) refer to things or people? Formally 
ho is neuter, and “things” might be expected. Moreover the 
rabbis spoke of “binding” and “loosing” in terms of laying down 
Halakah (rules of conduct): Shammai is strict and “binds” many 
things on the people, while Hillel allows greater laxity and 
“looses” them. It might be argued, then, that in Acts 15:10 Peter 
looses what certain Judaizers want to bind. Yet despite this, it is 
better to take the binding and loosing in Matthew 16:19 to refer 
to persons, not rules. The neuter hosa (“whatever”) occurs in 
18:18, where the context demands that persons are meant. 
Indeed, Greek often uses the neuter of people for classes or 
categories rather than for individuals. The context of v. 19 
supports this; for the keys in the preceding clause speak of 
permission for entering the kingdom or being excluded from it, 
not rules of conduct under heaven’s rule. Acts 15:10 is scarcely 
an example of the opposite viewpoint, for there Peter does not 
proceed by legislative fiat. The church in Acts 15 seeks spiritually 
minded consensus, not imposed Halakoth; and James is more 
prominent than Peter.
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3. But exactly what is meant by this “binding and loosing” of 
persons, and is it absolute? And how is it related to the power of 
the keys? Substantial help comes from comparing Jesus’ 
denunciation of the teachers of the law in Luke 11:52. There they 
are told that they “have taken away the key to knowledge” and 
have not only failed to enter [the kingdom] themselves but have 
“hindered those who were entering.” Clearly, then, by their 
approach to the Scriptures, Jesus says they are making it 
impossible for those who fall under the malign influences of 
their teaching to accept the new revelation in Jesus and enter the 
kingdom. They take away “the key to knowledge.”
In contrast, Peter, on confessing Jesus as Messiah, is told he has 
received this confession by the Father’s revelation and will be 
given the keys of the kingdom: i.e., by proclaiming “the good 
news of the kingdom” (4:23), which, by revelation he is 
increasingly understanding, he will open the kingdom to many 
and shut it against many. Fulfillments of this in Acts are not 
found in passages like 15:10 but in those like 2:14–39; 3:11–26, 
so that by this means the Lord added to the church those who 
were being saved (2:45), or, otherwise put, Jesus was building 
his church (Matt 16:18). But the same gospel proclamation 
alienates and excludes men; so we also find Peter shutting up the 
kingdom from men (Acts 4:11–12; 8:20–23). The periphrastic 
future perfects are then perfectly natural: Peter accomplishes 
this binding and loosing by proclaiming a gospel that has already 
been given and by making personal application on that basis 
(Simon Magus). Whatever he binds or looses will have been 
bound or loosed, so long as he adheres to that divinely disclosed 
gospel. He has no direct pipeline to heaven, still less do his 
decisions force heaven to comply; but he may be authoritative in 
binding and loosing because heaven has acted first (cf. Acts 
18:9–10). Those he ushers in or excludes have already been 
bound or loosed by God according to the gospel already revealed 
and which Peter, by confessing Jesus as the Messiah, has most 
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clearly grasped.
4. Does this promise apply to Peter only, to the apostolic band, 
or to the church at large? The interpretation given so far broadly 
fits a major theme of Matthew’s Gospel: the disciples were called 
to be fishers of men (4:19), to be salt (5:13) and light (5:14–16), 
to preach the good news of the kingdom (10:6–42), and, after 
the Resurrection, to disciple the nations and teach them all that 
Jesus commanded (28:18–20). Within this framework Matthew 
16:18–19 fits very well. Unlike the messianic kingdom expected 
by so many Jews, which would come climactically without any 
agreement or action taken by men, Jesus announces something 
different. In full Christian perspective the kingdom will be 
consummated in sudden, apocalyptic fashion at the Parousia, 
when God’s actions are final and quite independent of human 
means. But now the keys of the kingdom are confided to men. 
They must proclaim the Good News, forbid entrance, urge 
conversion. They constitute a small minority in a big world; their 
mission will be to function as the eschatological ekklēsia, the 
people of God Jesus is building within this world. Inevitably the 
assignment involves them in using the keys to bind and lose. 
These verses are therefore the result of the partially realized—
and one day to be consummated—eschatology implicit in the NT.
Understanding the text thus largely answers the question as to 
how far the promise applies; for the focus is no longer on the 
individual and what he does or does not represent but on his 
place in salvation-history. In one sense Peter stands with the 
other disciples as fishers of men, as recipients of the Great 
Commission (notice in v. 20 that Jesus warns all his disciples, 
not just Peter, to tell no one). In that sense the disciples stand as 
paradigms for all believers during this period of redemptive 
history. But this does not exclude a special role for Peter or the 
apostles (see on v. 18). Peter was the foundation, the first stone 
laid: he enjoys this “salvation historical primacy,” and on him 
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others are laid. This results in certain special roles in the earliest 
years of the Christian church. But notions of hierarchy or 
sacerdotalism are simply irrelevant to the text.
Confirmation that this is the way 16:19 is to be taken comes at 
18:18. If the church, Messiah’s eschatological people already 
gathered now, has to exercise the ministry of the keys, if it must 
bind and loose, then clearly one aspect of that will be the 
discipline of those who profess to constitute it. Thus the two 
passages are tightly joined: 18:18 is a special application of 16:19. 
Again, if we may judge from Paul’s ministry, this discipline is a 
special function of apostles, but also of elders and even of the 
whole church (1 Cor 5:1–13; 2 Cor 13:10; Titus 2:15; 3:10–11)—
an inescapable part of following Jesus during this age of the 
inaugurated kingdom and of the proleptic gathering of Messiah’s 
people. The church of Jesus the Christ is more than an audience. 
It is a group with confessional standards, one of which (viz., 
“Jesus is the Christ”) here precipitates Jesus’ remarks regarding 
the keys. The continuity of the church depends as much on 
discipline as on truth. Indeed, faithful promulgation of the latter 
both entails and presupposes the former.
It appears, then, that the text is not interested in whether Peter’s 
(or the church’s) decisions are infallible. Its concern is with the 
role Jesus’ disciples must play within this new phase of 
redemptive history. To press the “whatever” absolutely not only 
misunderstands the context but fails to reckon with Jesus’ 
tendency to use absolutist language even when he cannot 
possibly mean to be taken that way (see on 5:33–37).
5. How is the contrast between “heaven” and “earth” to be 
understood? Our exegesis determines the answer. Some have 
understood the contrast temporally: what is bound or loosed 
now on earth will be bound or loosed then in heaven. But if our 
remarks on the periphrastic future perfect are correct, then such 
an interpretation is impossible. Rather, “heaven” (= “God,” as in 
“kingdom of heaven”) has revealed the gospel in the person of 
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Jesus the Messiah, and heaven’s rule has thereby broken in. 
Thus Jesus’ disciples, in accordance with his gospel of the 
kingdom, take up the ministry of the keys and bind and loose on 
earth what has with the coming of the kingdom been bound and 
loosed in heaven. The thought is akin to, though more 
comprehensive than, Acts 18:9–10.
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