
 

I WILL BUILD MY CHURCH 
Matthew 16:13-18; 1 Corinthians 3:10-17 (Becky Douglass) 

How extraordinary are the times we are living in! I know I used to see people on TV wearing 

masks, for instance in cities where the pollution is bad or in areas which have faced disease 

outbreaks, and was glad that I would never have to do that here in Australia. I couldn’t have 

imagined a situation where children wouldn’t be able to go to school or I couldn’t go to a mall 

to buy whatever I needed or wanted. I am sure many of you have never before gone four 

months without entering a church building – I know I haven’t!  

As a result of these extraordinary realities which we have faced and are still facing, many 

people are asking questions about those things which they had previously taken for granted. 

What is really important? Why are they so important? What do we need to do to protect 

those things and what do we do about things in our lives that are not important? What do we 

hang onto and what do we let go as we move into our new post-COVID lives?  

We bring these questions into our church lives as well. What is the foundation on which our 

church is built? What has contributed to making us what we are today? What needs to shape 

who we become in the future? What does God think about Grace Christian Church? We 

have a unique opportunity to think about these things and to re-commit ourselves to what 

God is doing. To help us in this process, we are going to spent the month of November 

looking at God’s design for the church and how our church can align ourselves to that 

design. We’re doing this not because anyone thinks we are off-course, but so that as we 

move forward, we can be sure that we are purposeful in what we are doing and that we put 

our time and energy into those things which are most important in God’s purposes and plans 

for us. 

A Look Back … 

As we start, I think it is helpful to look backward at the early days of our church. Barry 

recently shared some early historical records which are helpful in remembering what 

happened. The first Methodist service in Padstow was conducted in the Progress Hall on 

30th November, 1947 by Rev Chaseling who was the Superintendent of the Bankstown 

Circuit. There were just 8 people in attendance. The following January, Deaconess Dorothy 

Heighway was assigned to the area to start a church. She wrote about her experiences 

during those early years. 



My next assignment was as a home missionary to Padstow, Revesby and Panania. I 

was, at that time, the only woman home missionary. This was entirely virgin soil and I 

had faith alone to depend on so that the words “I have no arm save Thine to lean 

upon” were very true. I took the train to Padstow, armed with notebook, pencil and 

road map. 

I went to the school to give Scripture lessons, and wrote down the names and 

addresses of the children. After two lessons, Primary and Kindergarten, I wandered 

away wondering where on earth to begin. Everywhere was the sound of hammer and 

saw. A town was being built before our very eyes and to me every street seemed the 

same. 

I made my way back to the station, crossed the railway bridge and saw a bus seat. 

There I spread out my map and studied the names of the children and found two 

sisters living in a street straight in front of me. This seemed the obvious place to start, 

so I crossed the paddock, entered the street, found the house and knocked. As soon 

as the door was opened, I was greeted affectionately and invited in. If ever I had been 

guided by God’s Spirit, I surely was that day for that home became the centre of the 

slowly developing church. 

Early in 1948 Miss Heighway began conducting services in the Progress Hall. But they 

needed to find a suitable place of their own. They found a block of land and then, in October 

of that year, they were given the use of a mobile church for six months. Its use was overseen 

by Rev Chegwidden and It consisted of a small marque tent which was erected each week, 

a public address system, organ and lighting which ran on the electricity from a portable 

generating system, folding chairs, hymn books, and a preaching stand. 

Miss Heighway continues her account: 

This served well but the six months was passing rapidly by and where could we met 

when the mobile unit left us? Then, through a friend in the Y.M.C.A. I secured a large, 

very large marque which had been used as a recreation hut during the war. It took all 

the men we could muster, under Mr Chegwidden’s supervision, to get the giant thing 

erected. There was certainly room for expansion now and there we hoped to stay till a 

permanent building was erected. Almost the last thing Mr Chegwidden said to me was, 

“Don’t forget – if it rains, loosen the ropes.” 

On Friday night I was at Revesby with a group of young people and heavy rain 

became a deluge. I walked back to the station with water over my ankles in places and 

as I watched it cascade down the train windows, I remembered the warning – “If it 

rains loosen the guy ropes.” I spent a miserable night and as early as I could I set out 

again for Padstow. My worst fears were realised. The giant had fallen, and the centre 

pole had ripped the tarpaulin right down. 

Here was tragedy, not only for the cost of repair, but our immediate needs. This was 

Saturday, and the next day there was Christian Endeavour, two Church Services, and 

Sunday School to be accommodated. Like an orphan of the storm and looking very 

woebegone, I trudged up in the pouring rain to Mr and Mrs Wilson’s - that first home to 

open its doors to me.  

We summoned a few friends from around about and while Mrs Wilson made us a cup 

of tea, we tried to make some plans. The first thing, of course, was to move the 

marque. We unlaced it into sections and loaded it on to a wheelbarrow, piecemeal, 

and dumped it in the Wilson’s yard. 



They ended up dividing the meetings between different homes, carting chairs, hymn books, 

generators, and tables around as needed. Eventually they were able to purchase a military 

hut, deconstruct it, transport it in from the country and re-construct it on the site. The 

adventures continued as supplies and labour were scarce after the war. Every step forward 

was hard work. However, they persisted and laid a good foundation for our church today. 

Soon after the Padstow Church was started, work began in Revesby and Panania. Over the 

years people have come and gone and many different ministries have been used by God to 

enrich the churches and enable them to reach out to the community around them. In 1977, 

the Methodist Church joined with some of the Presbyterian and Congregational churches to 

form the Uniting Church in Australia. This has brought its own challenges and changes over 

the years, but the core of who we are as a church did not change. 

Then, when Rob came in 2014, he initiated the merger of the Padstow and Panania 

congregations. Having joined the church soon after that merger, I can’t imagine it any other 

way! But I know many of you could tell stories of the individual churches and all the many 

ways which God has been at work in and through them over the years.  

God’s Activity 

It is good to look back and see how God has been at work in all that has happened. And it 

has been God’s work – as you read those early accounts, you come to realise that without 

God’s guidance and provision, the churches just would never have gotten off the ground. A 

supernatural power was at work overcoming obstacles and directing the life of these 

churches. 

But we shouldn’t be surprised at this, especially as we look at the passages of Scripture 

which we have heard this morning. They are some of the most well-known passages in the 

Bible about the church and joining with God in His work in and through the church. Let’s see 

what they can teach us this morning. 

In the first passage, we are listening in on a conversation which Jesus had with Peter. It is a 

remarkable conversation for several reasons. Jesus wants to know what people think about 

Him, and especially what they, those who have been living with him and know him best, 

what they think about Him. Peter pipes up and says, “You are the Christ, the Son of the 

living God.” (Matthew 16:16) This is a remarkable statement because Peter, probably for the 

first time, is identifying Jesus as the Messiah, one who had a unique relationship with and 

mission from God. There is no doubt that Peter had little true understanding of what he was 

saying. Jesus identifies this as not a result of Peter’s own reasoning, but as a revelation of 

God. Which is in and of itself a remarkable thing. While the Jews were well acquainted with 

God giving revelations, they usually came to kings and prophets, not humble fishermen!  

Jesus now uses this proclamation to announce that God is beginning a new work on earth, 

forming a new group of people who also affirm that “Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living 

God”. This is the first time the word “church” is used. Jesus took a common Greek word, 

“ecclesia” which was used to talk about a gathering or assembly of people and appropriated 

it to describe this new group of people, formed around Himself. 

Jesus goes on to say, “And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, 

and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” Jesus is making a play on words here 

because the name Peter – or “Petros” – is based on the Greek word for rock – “petra”. Now, 

there has been much debate over the years about what Jesus says. To counter the 

breakaway movement of the Reformation, the Catholic Church came to base their authority 

on this verse. They claimed that this set up Peter as the earthly head of the church and that 



his authority was passed down through the ages through the Popes of the Catholic Church. 

Protestants, to counter this, have sometimes denied that when Jesus says that “on this rock 

I will build my church” that He was referring to Peter at all, but rather the proclamation he 

made about Jesus as Messiah and Son of God.  

Personally, I believe that we can best understand this verse, by reading it in conjunction two 

other passages. Firstly, in 1 Corinthians we read that, “no one can lay a foundation other 

than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ.” (1 Corinthians 3:11) This puts the emphasis 

firmly on Christ and not any earthly leader. The foundation of all that we are as a church 

must be the person and work of Christ alone. Then, if you remember a couple of weeks ago 

we looked at Ephesians and there, Paul says that the church is “built on the foundation of 

the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone”. (Ephesians 2:20) 

This seems to indicate that Peter is just one among the apostles and prophets, all of whom 

make up the foundation.  

Putting these all together, I’d like to propose the following understanding. The foundation of 

the church is Jesus Christ and him alone. Without Him, there is no church and if we wander 

away from basing everything on His person and work, then we have no solid foundation for 

who we are or what we do. Secondly, the apostles and the prophets have been God’s 

conduit to the church to share His truth. Peter started this process with His proclamation 

made that day. God revealed that basic truth to him and he passed it on to those who were 

listening to it that day, and through the Scriptures, we hear it today. We hear God’s voice 

through the words of prophets and apostles written in the Bible and read by us today. This 

includes both the Old and New Testament writings. Our church is guided by what we read 

about Christ in the Bible. These are the foundations of our church. 

Our Activity 

However, it isn’t OUR church! Jesus finishes this remarkable conversation by saying, “… I 

will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.” (v.18) This is GOD’s 

church, and it is something that HE is building. This brings both an assurance, and a 

challenge. It is assuring to realise that, ultimately, the future of this church does not rest on 

our shoulders. People can’t kill God’s church! Down through the centuries, people have tried 

to but none have been successful. In fact, often the church has grown stronger in the midst 

of difficulties, persecution and opposition. These things sharpen our focus and cause us to 

look to God in ways we don’t when things are easy. Maybe we are in this kind of situation at 

the moment. 

But this is also a challenge to us. Because this is God’s church, we need to be sure that 

what we do as His church is in alignment with what God wants done. Our passage in 1 

Corinthians addresses this issue. Paul says, “Now if anyone builds on the foundation with 

gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw—each one's work will become manifest, … 

the fire will test what sort of work each one has done.” (1 Corinthians 3:11,12) Paul pictures 

a continuing work of building God’s church, a work which involves all of us. He pictures a 

building being worked on by different people, each with different materials. Wood, hay and 

straw are cheap materials which do not stand the test of fire or time. They might go up 

quickly and even look good initially, but they are not what God wants in His building. When 

God gave the Israelites instructions for how to build the tabernacle and the temple, He 

stipulated that is be made with gold and silver and precious stones to reflect the enduring 

beauty of Himself and His work.  



God does invite us into the work of building His church in this world, but we need to follow 

His directions. We need to make sure that what we are doing best reflects the enduring 

beauty of Himself, His love and salvation. This takes time to listen to His guidance and it 

requires that our work comes under the purifying fire of His gaze. You don’t just dig gold, 

silver and precious stones out of the ground and they are immediately ready for use. They 

must be purified, cut and shaped. So, it is true that what we do in the church needs to be 

refined and shaped by God before it becomes that which will be fit to build His church and 

bring glory to Him. 

God’s Presence 

But what glory there is when God builds His church. Paul goes on to say, “Do you not know 

that you are God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells in you?” (v.16) You know, the great 

cathedrals were originally designed to point people to God. As you walked in, the soaring 

arches and ceilings were designed to draw your eyes upward to God. The beauty of the 

carvings and stained-glass windows were designed to teach you God’s truth and reflect His 

beauty. The quietness was to be a refuge from everyday trials and provide a space to meet 

God. Sadly, they soon became a way to elevate the reputation of the church hierarchy or the 

city in which they were built. Instead of pointing to God, they pointed to mere humans. God 

had no place there – it was no longer His church. 

I have sat in a church in the Amazon jungle, made of ugly, grey, concrete blocks with 

chickens wandering in and out, and encountered God. I have sat in beautiful cathedrals, 

listening to amazing music and mourned His absence. I have worked with Africans who have 

been deeply traumatised by a brutal war and who have absolutely nothing and felt the joy of 

God doing amazing things to build His church. I have tried to engage with people in this 

country who have so many resources and skills but have gone away knowing that they don’t 

know God and therefore have no idea of how to be His church.  

The difference is God’s presence in God’s church. Without Him, we are not the church! We 

are just someone’s idea of how to do good in the world. But with Him, anything is possible. 

With Him we are a church built and inhabited by God which is His eternal plan for us.  

Over the next few weeks are going to building on this statement as we look specifically at 

this local expression of God’s church and what we believe God wants us to be doing to join 

with Him in His work of building His church here. As we do this, we will be adding in another 

picture which God has used to describe His people, that of a growing and healthy plant. We 

have a tree in the church’s logo to reflect this metaphor. To do this, each Sunday we’ll focus 

on one of the words of our Mission statement of BELIEVE, LIVE, SHARE. We’ll explain what 

these mean and how we see them to be based on what God has revealed to us in the Bible 

as to how we can join with what God is doing to build and grow His church.  

My prayer is that as we begin to come back together again after this difficult time, these 

weeks will help to align our thinking with God’s thinking and guide us as we learn to operate 

in these disrupted circumstances. But these are nothing new for our church. Looking back on 

those early days of our church, the Anniversary record comments,  

It would seem that real and lasting fellowship grows, friendships are permanently 

cemented, and the work of the Church grows when difficulties abound and when real 

goals appear in the far distance. Christian people need a constant challenge. The 

message of the years seems to be – Let us not become complacent! 


