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"Thou art Peter (Greek, 'Petros'), and upon this rock (Greek, 'petra') I will build My Church. And the 

gates of hell shall not prevail against it" (St. Matthew 16:18; Douay-Rheims Holy Bible).

A PROTESTANT EXEGESIS (written by an Evangelical Protestant):

In the Greek, the word "rock" is "petra," not a person but a cliff, a mass of projecting, immovable rock. 

It refers not to Peter, but to Peter's declaration of Christ's Deity, "Thou art the Christ, the Son of the 

Living God" (Matthew 16:16).

"PETROS" means a small, moveable stone, but "PETRA" means an immovable foundation--in this 

case, Peter's confession of Jesus' Deity, upon which Christ would build His Church.

Christ made two complete and distinct statements. He said:

"Thou art Peter, and...

"... upon this rock (change of gender, indicating change of subject), I will build My Church."

Peter himself could not be characterised as "PETRA" (immovable foundation), as seen in many 

incidents of his life as recorded in the Gospels.

A CATHOLIC EXEGESIS AND REBUTTAL:

My friend, the supposed distinction between "Petros" (Peter) and "Petra" (Rock) is a common 

Evangelical Protestant interpretation of the "Rock" on which Jesus built His Church. Most Evangelical 

Pastors, when questioned about this passage, will say that Jesus was talking either about Himself 

(Christ the Rock) or about Peter's Confession of Faith in Christ, but not about Peter himself.

However, other Protestant NT scholars (e.g., D. A. Carson) now acknowledge that Jesus was actually 

saying, "On Peter I will build My Church," even though they reject the Roman Catholic Papacy. The 

"Petros" and "Petra" distinction in the Greek does not work for two main reasons:

(1) When Jesus gave Simon his new name, Peter, He did not speak in Greek, but in Aramaic. The NT 

evidence is conclusive that Jesus gave Simon the Aramaic name "Cephas" (see John 1:41-42; 1 

Corinthians 15:5), which is Aramaic for "Rock" or "Stone" (John 1:42). Jesus did not (literally) give 

Simon the Greek name "Petros," because He spoke in Aramaic.
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Because the Gospels were written in Greek, but Jesus spoke in Aramaic (at least while He ministered in

Galilee), the name "Petros" is a Greek translation used by the Apostle Matthew for the Aramaic name 

"Cephas," given to Simon originally by Jesus. (In the same way, the English name "Peter" is a 

translation of the Greek name "Petros," used in Matthew's Gospel.)

In the original Aramaic language, which Jesus spoke when He re-named Simon "Cephas" (as shown in 

John 1:42), there is NO DISTINCTION between the Aramaic name "Cephas" and the Aramaic word 

for "Rock" (Cephas). The two words are one and the same. Thus, Jesus said to Simon, "You are Cephas

(Peter), and on this Cephas (Rock) I will build My Church." Amen!

(2) Why, then, is there a distinction between "Petros" (Peter) and "Petra" (Rock) in the Greek? Simple 

reason. Matthew wrote (or perhaps translated) his Gospel in Greek. In the Greek, the word for Rock 

(Petra) is a feminine noun. Protestant exegetes claim it cannot be a person, but that is not true. In its 

Greek form, it can be a girl's name. (I know a Christian woman whose name is "Petra.")

Of course, the Apostle Peter was a man. So, in order to draw the parallel in Greek, Matthew used the 

masculine form for "Petra," which is "Petros." The Gospel writer, St. Matthew, was not about to give 

St. Peter a girl's name!

(D. Mark Wilkinson, B.A., M.Th.S.)

COMMENT FROM A CATHOLIC READER:

The Protestant exegesis makes no sense in the context of the keys. Christ gives Peter the keys to the 

kingdom and authority to bind and loose. Confessions cannot use keys nor can they bind or loose 

anything.

It only makes sense if He builds His Church on the one upon whom he conferred authority and 

jurisdiction, since it is precisely this authority and jurisdiction which is the foundation of the Church. 

First Peter, then in the Upper Room together with Peter, all the Apostles were conferred the authority to

forgive sins, and then at the Ascension the Apostles together with Peter were conferred the authority to 

teach in Christ's name.

Peter also is reconciled to Christ and given the mandate to confirm his brethren in the faith and feed the

sheep. In the broader context, it is impossible to interpret the passage any other way than the Catholic 

interpretation.
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