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Catechesis At Home – The Keys to the Kingdom 

21st Sunday in Ordinary Time – Year A 

Jesus famously gives Peter the keys to the kingdom in this week’s Gospel. For Catholics, we understand 

this to be Jesus bestowing the “stewardship” of the House of David (i.e. the Kingdom of Heaven) upon 

Peter, and ultimately the office of the papacy was born. The first reading from Isaiah 22 gives us the 

background for this in the historical Davidic Kingdom. The Apostles are keenly aware of what Jesus is 

saying when he gives Peter this honor and the onus, “whatever you bind on earth is bound in heaven, 

whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” 

What do these words and phrases mean? 

1. “I will give you the keys to the kingdom of heaven.” (Mt. 16:19a) 

The head steward of any house was the person the Master trusted more than anyone. When the master 

was away, the steward was in charge. In the royal court, it was similar to a Prime Minister (prime 

meaning first). In the Ancient Near East, kings were wont to lead their armies on the battle field, so they 

were away from their court for many months at a time. 

Think about when parents leave the home for any length of time. Who is put in charge? Is it a child? A 

babysitter? A grandparent? Think about who has keys to your home. Probably you have someone 

trusted enough to give your keys to. Maybe you do not. Think about the trust you have to have in order 

to give them the keys to your home, or the code to your garage door, or security system. 

When we entrust someone with this very important and intimate part of our lives, we invite them into a 

different sort of relationship than we have with other people. When Jesus, the King and Master, leaves 

Peter, the Steward and Servant, the keys, He gives Peter a very special job. This is the position we call 

“Pope” today. That word wasn’t always used for the position that Peter was given, but from the 

Scriptures we understand that Peter was the leader of leaders, the first in the list of Apostles, the one to 

whom the other Apostles sought to solve questions and challenges in the new faith communities that 

emerged. There are many good articles, books, and talks about Peter and the papacy and why we call 

Peter the first Pope. Here are a few if you want to dig deeper: 

https://www.catholic.com/search?q=keys%20to%20the%20kingdom (Catholic Answers website articles) 

https://media.ascensionpress.com/video/why-catholics-have-a-pope/ (Fr. Mike Schmitz video) 

https://www.lighthousecatholicmedia.org/store/title/why-do-we-have-a-pope (Dr. Scott Hahn talk for 

purchase) 

  

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/readings/082320.cfm
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/readings/082320.cfm
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/matthew/16?19=#48016019
https://www.catholic.com/search?q=keys%20to%20the%20kingdom
https://media.ascensionpress.com/video/why-catholics-have-a-pope/
https://www.lighthousecatholicmedia.org/store/title/why-do-we-have-a-pope
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2. “Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall 

be loosed in heaven.” (Mt. 16:19b) 

What does this binding and loosing mean? We understand this to mean the forgiveness of sins (or not). 

Jesus gives this directive to the other Apostles later on in Mt. 18:18, but here He applies it specifically to 

Peter, in conjunction with the keys. From this, scholars infer that Peter’s authority is higher and has 

greater weight than the authority given to the rest of the Apostles (see the notes on the papacy above). 

When we look at the binding and loosing of sins, we can relate that directly with the Sacrament of 

Reconciliation. In fact, this is one of the texts that we understand the Sacrament to be instituted by 

Christ (CCC 1444-1445). He is passing on this authority and power to forgive sins just as He forgives the 

sins of those who approach Him for healing. When we ask for forgiveness in the Sacrament of 

Confession, there are three conditions that must be met in order for our sins to be washed away: 

1. We must be contrite (really sorry) for committing the sin(s). (CCC 1451) 

2. We must confess with our lips (to a priest). (CCC 1455) 

3. We must do the penance that is prescribed. (CCC 1459) 

If any of these are missing then our sins are “bound” to us and therefore, not forgiven. The priest really 

has no way of knowing if any of these are met…he takes our word for it and it is up to God to really 

know our hearts and see our contrition, desire to turn from sin, and do our penance. But, the bishops 

have a special role that does entail determining whether someone is meeting these conditions. If a 

person is not and the bishop feels the need to make a public excommunication of that person, he has 

the authority to do so. That, too, is the implication of the phrase “binding and loosing”. This power is 

very seldom carried out and is not something a bishop does lightly. 

This week, take some time to learn more about the papacy, and pray for Pope Francis and his intentions, 

if you do not already include him in your daily prayers. Also, pray an Act of Contrition sincerely. You can 

use one of these or create one for yourself: 

Traditional 

O, my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended thee. I detest all my sins because of thy just 

punishment, but most of all because they offend thee, my God, who art all-good and deserving 

of all my love. I firmly resolve, with the help of Thy grace, to sin no more and to avoid the near 

occasion of sin. Amen 

Modern 

My God, I am sorry for my sins with all my heart. In choosing to do wrong and failing to do good, 

I have sinned against you whom I should love above all things. I firmly intend, with your help, to 

do penance, to sin no more, and to avoid whatever leads me to sin. Amen 

  

https://bible.usccb.org/bible/matthew/16?19=#48016019
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/matthew/18?18=#48018018
http://ccc.usccb.org/flipbooks/catechism/364/index.html
http://ccc.usccb.org/flipbooks/catechism/366/index.html
http://ccc.usccb.org/flipbooks/catechism/366/index.html
http://ccc.usccb.org/flipbooks/catechism/368/index.html
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Psalm 51 

3 Have mercy on me, God, in accord with your merciful love; 
    in your abundant compassion blot out my transgressions. 
4 Thoroughly wash away my guilt; 
    and from my sin cleanse me. 
5 For I know my transgressions; 
    my sin is always before me. 
6 Against you, you alone have I sinned; 
    I have done what is evil in your eyes 
So that you are just in your word, 
    and without reproach in your judgment. 
7 Behold, I was born in guilt, 
    in sin my mother conceived me. 
8 Behold, you desire true sincerity; 
    and secretly you teach me wisdom. 
9 Cleanse me with hyssop, that I may be pure; 
    wash me, and I will be whiter than snow. 
10 You will let me hear gladness and joy; 
    the bones you have crushed will rejoice. 
11 Turn away your face from my sins; 
    blot out all my iniquities. 
12 A clean heart create for me, God; 
    renew within me a steadfast spirit. 
13 Do not drive me from before your face, 
    nor take from me your holy spirit. 
14 Restore to me the gladness of your salvation; 
    uphold me with a willing spirit. 
15 I will teach the wicked your ways, 
    that sinners may return to you. 
16 Rescue me from violent bloodshed, God, my saving God, 
    and my tongue will sing joyfully of your justice. 
17 Lord, you will open my lips; 
    and my mouth will proclaim your praise. 
18 For you do not desire sacrifice or I would give it; 
    a burnt offering you would not accept. 
19 My sacrifice, O God, is a contrite spirit; 
    a contrite, humbled heart, O God, you will not scorn. 

 


