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On This Rock 
Why The Gates of Hell Appear to Prevail 

Part Five 
The Mission 

Matthew 16:18, 19 

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. 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 (Matthew 16:18, 19). 

Introduction 

Years ago I spent quite a bit of time at a little beach village called 
Piha, in New Zealand.  It was on the Tasman Sea and the currents were 
dangerous; many people would drown.  I became friends with the 
lifeguards who were almost all hard working volunteers.  It was an 
enjoyable and effective group of lifesavers.  They loved their job and did it 
well.  As a result of their common mission, they had deep and abiding love 
and fellowship with each other. 
 A few years later I heard a little parable comparing a lifesaving 
station to a church: 

On a dangerous seacoast where shipwrecks often occur, there 
was once a crude little lifesaving station. The building was just 
a hut, and there was only one boat, but the few devoted 
members kept a constant watch over the sea, and with no 
thought for themselves went out day and night tirelessly 
searching for those who were lost. Some of those who were 
saved and various others in the surrounding area wanted to 
become associated with the station and gave of their time, 
money, and effort to support its work. New boats were bought 
and new crews trained. The little lifesaving station grew.  

  2



Some of the members of the lifesaving station were unhappy 
that the building was so crude and poorly equipped. They felt 
that a more comfortable place should be provided as the first 
refuge of those saved from the sea. They replaced the 
emergency cots with beds and put better furniture in the 
enlarged building.  

Now the lifesaving station became a popular gathering place 
for its members, and they decorated it beautifully because they 
used it as a sort of club. Fewer members were now interested in 
going to sea on life-saving missions, so they hired lifeboat 
crews to do this work. The lifesaving motif still prevailed in the 
club’s decorations, and there was a liturgical lifeboat in the 
room where the club’s initiations were held.  

About this time a large ship wrecked off the coast, and the 
hired crews brought in boatloads of cold, wet, and half-
drowned people. They were dirty and sick. The beautiful new 
club was in chaos. So the property committee immediately had 
a shower house built outside the club where victims of 
shipwrecks could be cleaned up before coming inside.  

At the next meeting, there was a split among the club 
membership. Most of the members wanted to stop the club’s 
lifesaving activities as being unpleasant and a hindrance to the 
normal social life of the club. Some members insisted upon 
lifesaving as their primary purpose and pointed out that they 
were still called a lifesaving station. But they were finally voted 
down and told that if they wanted to save the lives of all the 
various kinds of people who were shipwrecked in those waters, 
they could begin their own lifesaving station. So they did.  

As the years went by, the new station experienced the same 
changes that had occurred in the old. It evolved into a club, and 
yet another lifesaving station was founded. History continued 
to repeat itself, and if you visit that seacoast today, you will find 
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a number of exclusive clubs along that shore. Shipwrecks are 
frequent in those waters, but most of the people drown. 

  
Review 

 In this series entitled On This Rock, Why The Gates of Hell Appear to 
Prevail, we have reflected upon the great promise of Christ find in Matthew 
16:18 that “the gates of hell” will not prevail against the church and how, 
from a certain perspective, it appears to be An Unkept Promise.  Of course 
there is nothing wrong with the promise.  It will be kept.  But my thesis 
here is that the current vigor and robust acceleration of the gates of hell in 
modern, western evangelicalism may be due to our neglect in recognizing 
that the promise will be fulfilled through the church.  If the church is not 
functioning as the church is called to, we should have no expectation of 
prevailing upon death and darkness. 
 In our second message we spoke of the non-negotiable central 
message which is to found in the church-which the church is to be built 
upon, that is The Rock.  We examined these foundational metaphors, 
acknowledging that the “household of God (is) built upon the foundation 
of the of the apostles and prophets (in terms of the true message), Christ 
Jesus himself being the cornerstone” (Ephesians 2:20).  Briefly put, The 
Rock is Biblical Christianity. 
 We then emphasized how this is an Entrusted Stewardship.  It is a 
noble (1 Timothy 3:1), yet daunting responsible which lies in the bosom of 
the church.  We live in an era where the church has been supplanted and 
displaced when it comes to assuming the primary role as that institution, 
that body, which God has chosen to apply His work of redemption to the 
hearts of men and women.  There are numerous definitions of the word 
church ekklesia in theology and in Scripture and we should neglect none of 
them.  People are generally quite comfortable isolating their church 
membership to that which is invisible (the truly faithful throughout all 
history) or universal (professing believers throughout the world).  But both 
of those will wane and suffer if neglect the quite common use of the term to 
describe a defined assembly of those who profess Christ.  A local body. 
 It was in the midst of the local, named churches in Revelation that we 
saw the Special Presence of Christ which we addressed in our last meeting.  
There is a transforming special presence of Christ when His body gathers 
and we hear His word and commune with Him and each at the Lord’s 
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Table.  It is in the context of this body that He comforts, strengthens and 
pours forth His grace in a special and unique way.   
The Mission 

 This morning we ask, to what end?  What is our mission?  We have a 
promise from and upon the rock.  We have been entrusted with a steward 
and been given access to His special presence, but what is our mission?  We 
gather together and our lips are touched by the hot coal of Christ’s blood 
and our iniquity is taken away, our sin is purged (Isaiah 6:7).  We are 
reminded (and well we should be) week after week, year after year of this 
glorious favor bestowed upon us.  But are we then left inert?  Are we not 
called to somehow engage?   
 In that wonderful text in Isaiah the appeal is made by God, “Whom 
shall we send, and who will go for Us” (Isaiah 6:8)?  Contained in that 
question is a recognition that the call to go carries difficulties.  The message 
Isaiah was to convey would not always be greeted favorably.  Similar to the 
Great Commission given by Jesus in Matthew 28:18-20, there is a call to go 
(or literally, “having gone” poreuthentes), with a recognition that the 
journey will be quite challenging.   
 People who are rescued by a lifeguard are not always cooperative.  
And to push the metaphor to spiritual reality, there is an ocean of people 
who refuse to acknowledge that they are drowning in the first place.  They 
are insulted at the notion that rescue is even necessary and this can be very 
dissuasive when it comes to extending a helping hand to the next person.  
But like that lifesaving station, the church has been given a mission.  And 
we, like Isaiah, should be willing to offer a collective “Here am I, Send me” 
(Isaiah 6:8). 
 But what is this mission?  What does it look like?  What is its range?  
What is its scope? What are its components?  There are brief, yet all-
encompassing statements that help us get rolling.  The mission of the 
church might be summed up in question one, answer one, of the 
Westminster Catechism.  It is asked,  

What if the chief and highest end (goal-purpose) of man? 

 The answer, extracted from abundant supply in Scripture: 
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Man’s chief and highest end is to glorify God and fully to 
enjoy Him forever. 

 It might be added that this is the chief and highest end of humanity.  
It applies to the individual and to the race of humans corporately.  So it 
shouldn’t be thought a stretch to suggest that the church, of all institutions, 
should seek to promote this notion as its chief and highest end as well.  The 
chief and highest end of the church is to promote the glorious notion that 
chief and highest end of humanity is to glorify God and fully enjoy Him 
forever.   

The church is quite unique in this call due to many of those things 
we’ve already discussed, i.e. that the promise of overcoming the gates of 
hell (gates which seek to secure contempt for God rather than glory) is kept 
through the church which has been given the entrusted steward of 
presenting Christ who dwells in His church in a special manner.  Retreating 
back to the lifesaving station metaphor, if the ocean is going to be a safe 
place, it is due largely to faithful lifesaving stations. 

Another brief, yet very encompassing statement regarding how this 
is accomplished is found in the words of Jesus Himself.  Flanked with a 
promise of His authority and His presence Jesus gives this mission, 
commonly known as the Great Commission. 

In this Great Commission we see the prescription from the master 
physician.  We read the injunction in its scope, range, components.  The 
range is “all the nations” and its component parts include making 
“disciples” (and by disciples matheteusate is meant believers and followers-
an adherent).  The initiatory and outward sign that this has been 
accomplished is baptism in the name of the Triune God.  And the process is 
by “teaching” the disciple to “observe” or obey all that Jesus taught (which 
would be the entirety of Scripture).  This speaks to the scope.  Simply put, 
the range is every person and the scope is every aspect of every person.  
And herein the waters can get rough. 

Christianizing? 

There is no shortage of Christians who mock the idea of (what I’ve 
heard called) Christianizing the world.  Otherwise good theologians will 
often balk at the notion of a world transformed by the gospel.  This 
conviction (which is often the result of a bleak eschatology, where we are to 
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suppose it is God’s will for the for the earth to be demonized, appears 
inconsistent with the promise of effects of the gospel found in Scripture 
(Psalm 22:27, 28; Daniel 2:34, 35; Habakkuk 2:14; Genesis 12:3; 22:17; 28:14). 

But one must also ask what this looks like in the Christian in daily 
life.  I must say, the anti-transformational (anti-Christianizing) position 
seems very academic and ivory tower.  And the very ivory towers where 
these academics promote their philosophy of religion appears to testify 
against their very convictions.  Would Nero has allowed a seminary?  But 
again, what does it look like?  At what point do we narrow the scope and 
range of the Great Commission?  Do “all nations” exclude some nations?  
Does “all things that I have commanded” (Matthew 28:20) exclude certain 
things in certain categories? 

Should I cease becoming a Christian when I parent?  When I vote? 
When I coach my children’s athletic teams? When I’m asked for advice by 
an unbelieving friend?  It has been bizarrely suggested that when one seeks 
to “Christianize the world… 

…the Christian puts himself in the position of being of the 
world.  He is now one with the world in a great, spiritual 
project: nothing less than Christianizing the world.  He opens 
himself up to the world’s thinking.  He is party to the world’s 
way of doing things.  In this cooperation, he finds himself 
fellowshipping with ungodly men and women as together 
they supposedly build a form of the kingdom of God.  1

Did John the Baptist become one with the world when he declared 
that it was not lawful for Herod to marry his brother’s wife?  A statement 
that eventually cost him his life.  Are the “kings” and “judges of the earth” 
called to “kiss the Son” (Psalm 2:10-12), while ignoring His commands on 
how to rule and judge?  Certainly not.  As Jesus taught,  

If you love Me, keep My commandments (John 14:15). 
   
 There is, perhaps unwittingly, a double-minded thinking which 
accompanies the notion that the church should restrict itself and its 
members to a policy of isolationism.  It might be healthy to ask, from what 

 http://www.prca.org/resources/publications/articles/item/3307-christianizing-the-world-21
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is this type of thinking generated?  I submit that it is a reaction.  It is a 
reaction to a social gospel movement which, according to some, allowed 
social issues to eclipse the gospel itself.   
 But similar to many reactions, there is an over-reaction.  There is a 
“world-flight” or what amounts to be a commitment to cultural 
insignificance, the application of which results in nothing less than 
negligence.  The answer to the errors of the social gospel is not to quit 
caring about and neglecting society.  The answer is to ever keep the gospel 
at the heart of the church’s message.  The answer is the recall the order of 
the Great Commission. 

A Critical Order  
   

We are to first “make disciples”.  Disciples are not made by 
transforming lives or societies.  True disciples are made “through the 
foolishness of the message preached” (1 Corinthians 1:21).  But once one 
is made a disciple, that disciple is taught to obey all the commands of 
Christ, which includes all that is written in Scripture in every category of 
our lives (Matthew 5:17-19). 

Going back to our lifesaving analogy.  You see the probably isn’t the 
waves, the real problem is all the drowning swimmers.  And drowning 
does not come close to describing their spiritual condition.  They are not 
drowning, they have drowned.  The spiritual condition of natural man is 
not one of a man flailing to survive, but one who is “dead in his trespasses 
and sins” (Ephesians 2:1).   

And the church , and all of its members, must embrace the mission of 2

transforming the entire sea.  As we read in Habakkuk: 

For the earth will be filled With the knowledge of the glory of 
the Lord, As the waters cover the sea (Habakkuk 2:14). 

 What has God prescribed as the elements of the lifesaving station, 
that this might be accomplished?  This we will discuss in our next meeting. 

 By “church” here, I am not suggesting the church form its own political party or become a lobbying organization.  What I am 2
suggesting is that the church play its role in preparing its members to serve Christ in every venue in life.
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Questions for Study 

1. In what ways can the church be compared to a lifesaving station?  
Have you seen this in your life (pages 2, 3)? 

2. What great promise did Jesus makes in Matthew 16:18?  What are 
some reasons why that promise seems to be ebbing in our current 
culture (page 4)? 

3. What is the rock on which the church is to be built (page 4)? 

4. With what is the church entrusted (page 4)? 

5. In what respect do we see the special presence of Christ in the 
church?  Why does this matter? What does this do (page 4)? 

6. In what respects have you found the church to be inert (page 5)? 

7. Briefly stated, what is the mission of the church (pages 5, 6)? 

8. Discuss Christianizing the world.  How can this be dangerous?  How 
is this necessary (pages 6, 7)? 

9. What is the order of the Great Commission and why is it critical 
(pages 7, 8)? 
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