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On This Rock 
Why The Gates of Hell Appear to Prevail 

Part Four 
A Special Presence 
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 

 Eric Liddell was a Scottish missionary in China.  He was actually 
born in China and would go back and forth between China and Scotland 
where he studied science at the University of Edinburgh.  But he was most 
known for his excellence in track and field.  He won the gold medal in the 
1924 Olympics in the 400 meters.  But more notably, he made headlines by 
refusing to run in the event for which he actually qualified, the 100 meter 
dash.  He refused to run because one of the preliminary heats was on a 
Sunday.  He did not think it was biblical to compete on the Lord’s Day. 
 The details of this particular drama had lost public attention until the 
early 1980s when an Oscar winning movie was made about this bit of 
history.  It was entitled Chariots of Fire.  Perhaps the most powerful scene in 
the movie doesn’t happen on the track but in a meeting where Eric sits in 
an impressive room surrounded by three powerful dignitaries, one being 
the Prince of Wales.  They make their best effort at convincing him to 
violate his convictions, but he refuses.  It was quite inspiring for a young 
Christian athlete such as myself at the time. 
 The title of this movie comes from various references found in the 
Old Testament (Joshua 11:6; 11:9; 2 Kings 2:11; 6:17).  Perhaps the most 
notable reference to “Chariots of Fire” comes from an event recorded in 
sixth chapter of Second Kings.  The king of Syria was making war against 
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Israel but Elisha the prophet was continually warning the king of Israel 
about the intentions of the Syrians.   
 The king of Syria thought there were traitors in his own midst until 
one of his servants informed him that Israel had a prophet who tells the 
king of Israel what the king of Syria says in his own bedroom.  In other 
words, the prophet simply and supernaturally knows what the king is 
saying at any given time.  So the king decides to take action against Elisha 
and surrounds the city where Elisha was staying with a great army of 
horses and chariots. 
 Elisha’s servant gets up early, has a look around and is 
understandably distressed.  “Alas, my master! What shall we do” (2 Kings 
6:15)? he asks.  Elisha seeks to comfort his servant with some astonishing 
and counter-intuitive words.  “Do not fear, for those who are with us are 
more than those who are with them” (2 Kings 6:16).   

One wonders what the servant must have initially thought.  Perhaps 
he was thinking along the lines, “It appears to me that it is two of us 
against an army.”  So often in this life full of adversaries and difficulties we 
feel overwhelmed and ill-equipped.  Certainly the servant must have 
concluded the death and defeat were inevitable.  
 It is at this point that Elisha engages in prayer.  It is worth noting that 
Elisha didn’t pray (at least here) that God would overthrow or vanquish 
the enemy.  It was a prayer of illumination for his young servant, “Lord, I 
pray, open his eyes that he may see” (2 Kings 6:17).  And the Lord 
accommodated Elisha’s request:  

Then the Lord opened the eyes of the young man, and he saw. 
And behold, the mountain was full of horses and chariots of 
fire all around Elisha (2 Kings 6:17b). 

 What immense comfort the young servant must have derived from a 
deeper view of reality.  In the remainder of this account we see a 
supernatural deliverance for Elisha and his servant, which should serve to 
inform us of our own deliverance from the enemies of death and hell, truly 
all adversaries. Of course the young servant would eventually die 
someday.  But even when the Lord would bring his life to an end, what 
great solace would find its way into his heart, having seen God’s power,  
God’s “chariots of fire.”  Though we might feel overwhelmed, like that 
young servant, God’s arm is never too short. 
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Behold, the Lord’s hand is not shortened, That it cannot save; 
Nor His ear heavy, That it cannot hear (Isaiah 59:1). 

 What we don’t need is a stronger God or a more efficient way of 
escape.  Sometimes all we need are eyes to be opened that we may know, 
and be comforted in, the wise, powerful and surrounding advocacy of the 
living God.  Our prayer might be that we would more fully know and 
appreciate that His eyes look upon those who have called upon the name 
of Christ and He does scrutinize our paths (Psalm 139:3).  We are watched 
over children.  
 Let us note that what Elisha and his servant see is not the general, 
omnipresence of God (or in this case, the hand of God’s power through 
chariots of fire).  It is true that all of God is everywhere all of the time.  But 
there are times when God is present in a unique and special way.  And this 
special presence of God makes a difference in our lives.    

Where did Eric Liddell find the strength to overcome and disregard 
the pull of the powers and princes of  this world?  Did he grasp that these 
lesser authorities were utterly meager?  Interestingly enough the very next 
scene in the movie, directly after the inquisition of Eric Liddell, we hear his 
words echoing in a great church, a reading from Isaiah 40. 

Behold, the nations are as a drop in a bucket, And are counted 
as the small dust on the scales; Look, He lifts up the isles as a 
very little thing (Isaiah 40:15). 

 Why is this so difficult for us to apprehend?  Why do we lack the 
resolve of Elisha and the comfort of his servant?  Where and to what extent 
do Christians in the New Covenant have access to a Special Presence of 
Christ-a presence that transforms, comforts, strengthens and pours forth 
grace?   

Review 

 We are currently in a series entitled On This Rock, Why The Gates of 
Hell Appear to Prevail.  We initially spoke of this remarkable promise and 
why it appears Unkept.  Why do the gates of hell appear to be advancing or, 
at least, holding fast?  Could it be that, at least in large part, we have 
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missed that the promise of Christ is made in regard to the church.  It is the 
church that is used by Christ to impose itself on the Gates of Hell.  The 
church must faithfully, biblically, function as the church if it is to be used by 
Christ in this capacity.   

Secondly ,we concluded that The Rock on which this church is to be 
built is Christ Himself as the cornerstone, the foundation being the 
“apostles and prophets” (Ephesians 2:2), that is the word of God, through 
which the rock is rightly understood.  What might be called Biblical 
Christianity.  

Thirdly, we spoke of how the church has an Entrusted Stewardship, 
that it might be that vanguard through which the kingdom of God 
advances.  The church, of all institutions, has been given the responsibility 
for that ministry which, in a primary sense, comes from Christ.  It is Christ 
who builds His church by prescribing and empowering (by His word and 
Spirit) the ministry of it.  The church is the structure/institution/body 
through which the applied work of redemption (the Gospel) is to be 
preserved and presented. 

A Special Presence 

Now we would ask, where and to what extent do Christians in the 
New Covenant have access to a Special Presence of Christ-a presence that 
transforms, comforts, strengthens and pours forth grace?   

We begin to see something along these lines in the Gospel of 
Matthew.  We read of Jesus speaking of His own special presence in the 
context of church discipline.  Here we read of the loving, one on one, 
confrontation of an offending brother followed by bringing two or three 
witness (Matthew 18:15, 16).  If the offender, who has been overtaken by sin 
is unwilling, Jesus teaches that the matter should be taken to the church 
(here I would argue that He is speaking of the elders, but more on this at a 
later time). 

It is at the end of this discussion (of the church binding and loosing) 
that Jesus brings forth this often quoted statement of His special presence. 

For where two or three are gathered together in My name, I 
am there in the midst of them (Matthew 18:20). 
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 We must keep in mind that this statement is made in the context of 
the church-even a small church.  Calvin says of this passage: 

But we must take care, first of all, that those who are desirous 
to have Christ present with them shall assemble in his name.  1

 Add to this, the Apostle Paul writes of a special presence of Christ 
when the church gathers. 

When you are assembled in the name of the Lord Jesus and 
my spirit is present, with the power of our Lord Jesus (1 
Corinthians 5:4).  2

 But perhaps the most powerful (one might say formidable) image of 
the special presence of Christ in His church is found in the first two 
chapters of the Revelation.  In the first chapter we read of what John saw.  
Similar to Elisha’s servant, John is given eyes to see what is really 
happening: 

Then I turned to see the voice that was speaking to me, and 
on turning I saw seven golden lampstands, 13 and in the midst 
of the lampstands one like a son of man, clothed with a long 
robe and with a golden sash around his chest (Revelation 
1:12, 13). 

 So we see, as it were, the special presence of Jesus in the midst of the 
lampstands.  What are the lampstands?  That is answered later in the 
chapter:  

…and the seven lampstands are the seven churches 
(Revelation 1:20). 

 Calvin, J., & Pringle, W. (2010). Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists Matthew, Mark, and Luke (Vol. 2, p. 362). Bellingham, 1

WA: Logos Bible Software.

 When Paul writes of his spirit, he is speaking as an authority figure who is aware of events in the church that required disciplinary 2

action.  The emphatic point here is that the power of the Lord Jesus is there in a unique way in their assembling.
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 The seven lampstands are seven specific church (Ephesus, Smyrna, 
Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea-Revelation 1:11).   3

Chapter two of the Revelation begins with the reminder that special 
presence of Christ in His church. 

To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: ‘The words of 
him who holds the seven stars in his right hand, who walks 
among the seven golden lampstands (Revelation 2:1). 

 I will parenthetically state that we will, from time to time, hear 
people argue against this very powerful and unique role of the local church 
by pointing out how the word ‘church’ carries various meanings in the 
Scriptures.  It is true that church may refer to all the true, elect saints 
known but to God (Hebrews 12:23). It may refer to the universal visible 
church (Acts 20:28; Ephesians 1:22).  It may refer to the elders as an 
adjudicating body (Matthew 18:17).  But more than all of these, the word 
“church” is addressing local bodies with deacons, elders, pastors and 
regular Lord’s Day gatherings.  In the many definitions of church, we are 
not to exclude any. 
 By faith we are part of the invisible church.  By profession we are part 
of the visible church.  By sisterhood and brotherhood we are part of the 
universal church.  By accountability we are under the governing elders of 
local church.  All of these are biblical and vital to our spiritual welfare.  But 
it is in that local gathering (here, the seven named churches) that we read of 
that special presence of Christ.  We may not be given the vision of Elisha’s 
servant, but we are informed by God’s word that Jesus is here in a special 
way. 

In light of this, the exhortation found in Hebrews takes on a much 
deeper meaning. 

And let us consider one another in order to stir up love and 
good works, 25 not forsaking the assembling of ourselves 
together (Hebrews 10:24, 25). 

 It is widely thought that even though the Revelation was directed toward these seven churches, it was likely dispersed throughout 3

all the churches in Asia Minor.
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 May we as Christians recognize the supreme value of Christ and His 
church.  It is precious to God, we therefore read of God’s challenge to its 
shepherds (a challenge which would make no sense apart from a defined 
relationship between the overseers and members): 

Therefore take heed to yourselves and to all the flock, among 
which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd 
the church of God which He purchased with His own blood 
(Acts 20:28). 

Christians in the New Covenant have access to a Special Presence of 
Christ-a presence that transforms, comforts, strengthens and pours forth 
grace?   
 This transforming special presence of Christ works in ways that we 
might not immediately recognize-the way the vitamins in a healthy meal 
strengthen us almost unaware.  But I will add that the knowledge of this 
special presence has given me a deeper sense of awe and reverence for the 
event in which we are currently participating. 

I recall visiting a church in Italy where they tried to capture through 
art the spiritual reality of the worship service.  I am not necessarily 
suggesting this as an appropriate design (for even great art will fall short) 
but they had painted angels in the upper corners behind the pulpit looking 
towards it with a book and quill in hand, as if to record every word that 
came from the pulpit.  

Sometime later, one of our elders (who is now in the unveiled 
presence of Christ) shared a stirring, somewhat breathtaking quote from a 
19th century minister regarding importance of the pastoral ministry in light 
of the special presence of Christ, the looms in my heart on almost every 
Lord’s Day.  It reads: 

His throne is the pulpit; he stands in Christ's stead; his 
message is the word of God; around him are immortal souls; 
the Savior, unseen, is beside him; the Holy Spirit broods over 
the congregation; angels gaze upon the scene, and heaven and 
hell await the issue. What associations, and what vast 
responsibility! 
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 It is when the church begins to fulfill this responsibility that it will 
effectively subdue the gates of hell. 

Questions for Study 

1. Do you find yourself, at times, surrounded by those who would seek 
to have you violate your convictions?  Where do you find strength in 
times like these (pages 2, 3)? 

2. Discuss Elisha’s prayer.  What did he want his servant to know/see?  
Is there any application of that to your life (pages 3, 4)? 

3. How is the vision of Elisha and his servant different from the general 
omnipresence of God (page 4)? 

4. Review the series, On This Rock.  How does the promise of Jesus 
appear unkept?  What is the rock?  What is the foundation of the 
church? With what has the church been entrusted (pages 4, 5)? 

5. Where, and to what extent, do we have access to the Special Presence 
of Christ in the New Covenant (pages 5, 6)? 

6. What are the various ways we can understand the word ‘church’?  
Have you noticed certain definitions of church overly or under 
emphasized (page 7)? 

7. How does the knowledge of the Special Presence of Christ in His 
church impact you (pages 8)? 
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