
Can a gate prevail against the church? 

Matthew 16:18

The statement of Jesus that “the gates of Hades will not prevail” against the church has 
caused much puzzlement over the years. The problem seems to lie with the verb “prevail”, or 
overcome, or a similar action with regard to the church. How can a gate “prevail” or 
“overcome”? Surely a gate can resist offensive action against it, but it can't itself act against 
those attacking it. Is the gate attacking the church, but will not “prevail”? What sort of gate 
would that be?

It has been suggested that the gate represents “power,” a power which cannot prevail against 
the church. The suggestions include that the gate is the gate of death – but Christ has 
defeated death and so those believers who have died will at the last day be able to burst out 
of the gates, escaping from death. Or alternatively, Christ will be able to break in through the 
gates to release those imprisoned inside. That is, the gate will not prevail against the attacks 
made on it by others. Ridderbos takes this line: “The picture that it evokes is one of a fortress 
or prison with thick, impregnable gates, where death is king and the dead are held captive... 
The church of Christ, however, will not be 'overcome' by this power of death. Jesus spoke 
here as one who was stronger than death and who would cause His church to share in His 
victory over it.”1 Vonk takes a similar line, seeing the “gates of Hades” as the power of natural 
death which will not overcome the disciples in spite of the coming persecution.2

None of these suggestions seem to be satisfactory. It still avoids the fact that the verb 
“prevail” is an act of the gates, not of Christ or the believers. 

Are we missing something here? Can we come at this from another angle and achieve a 
more satisfactory understanding of what has been promised by Christ to the church?

There is another approach which only a few scholars have suggested, and which does not 
seem to be widely known or adopted.

Gates in the Old Testament can be real or metaphorical (just as the “heart” can be the 
physical organ or the spiritual centre of the person). The “gates” in Mattew 16:18 seem to be 
metaphorical, just as the “rock” and the “keys” in the surrounding verses are metaphorical – 
but what would the metaphorical meaning of the gates signify?

The gates in an Old Testament city were not just a means of entry and exit, which could be 
closed for protection against enemies. They were also a focal point for the administration of 
justice, of settlement of disputes, where the wisdom of the elders can be heard. There the 
poor could seek out justice, arguments could be settled, problems resolved, guidance given. 
The elders, the judges, the prophets and even kings (1 Kings 22:10) would sit there to hear 
disputes and make sure that the kingdom was running smoothly. 

1 H N Ridderbos. Matthew. Bible Student's Commentary. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1989, p. 304.

2 C Vonk. Mattheus, Marcus. De Voorzeide Leer. Vol. I, Qa. Amsterdam: Buijten & Schipperheijn, 1988, 
p. 144.
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A classic case of this kind of activity in the gate is found in Ruth 4. Boaz wishes to exercise 
the right of the redeemer to marry Ruth, but there is a closer relative who has a prior right. It is 
at the gate where this is resolved, the other relative relinquishes his right, and Boaz asserts 
his intention then to marry Ruth.

In Proverbs 31, the “wise woman” has a reputation which is known when her husband sits 
down at the city gates among the elders. This was not for socialising (which was part of what 
happened) but taking his place as a respected leader, contributing to the discussions to 
determine justice.

The poor are to be protected when they seek justice in the gate (Proverbs 22:22), while Amos 
laments over those who do injustice to the poor at the gate (Amos 5:10-15).

Fools are afraid to open their mouths at the gate because they have no wisdom (Proverbs 
24:7). 

Other passages where the “gates” are where justice and wisdom is served to the people 
include: Genesis 23:10, 18; Deuteronomy 21:19, 22:15, 25:7; Joshua 20:4; 2 Samuel 15:2; 
Job 29:7, 31:27; Psalms 69:12, 127:5; Proverbs 1:21; Proverbs 31:23; Isaiah 29:21; 
Lamentations 5:14; Jeremiah 36:10; Ezekiel 11:1-13; Zechariah 8:16. 

Ancient cities were surrounded by walls. In the gates by which they were entered were  
the principal places for holding courts, transacting business, and deliberating on public  
matters. … The word "gates," therefore, is used for counsels, designs, machinations,  
evil purposes.3

So then, what meaning could the “gates” have in Matthew 16:18?

Simply this: the wisdom, the judgement, the settlements made in this world at the gates of 
Hades (the power of death, darkness, evil) will not prevail against the church. The church will, 
instead, in the Spirit of Christ and in the light of the Scriptures, speak truth, justice and peace 
to all who come to receive guidance and resolution of disputes. 

And as the gates of the Eastern city were the scene at once of kingly judgment (2  
Samuel 15:2) and of the council of the elders (Proverbs 31:23), they became the  
natural symbol of the polity which ruled there. And so the promise declared that all the  
powers of Hades, all the forces of destruction that attack and in the long run overpower  
other societies, should attack, but not overpower, the ecclesia of which Christ was the  
Founder.4 

This ecclesia which would be formed would be associated in the minds of the early church 
with the assembly of citizens, which made political and judicial decisions on behalf of the 
community. Hence, the church in its deliberative decisions, led by the Holy Spirit into the truth, 

3 Barnes' Notes on the Bible. Accessed from: http://biblehub.com/commentaries/barnes/matthew/16.htm 

4 Ellicott's Commentary for English Readers. Accessed from: 
http://biblehub.com/commentaries/ellicott/matthew/16.htm 

© Chris Gousmett, 2016 2

http://biblehub.com/commentaries/ellicott/matthew/16.htm
http://biblehub.com/commentaries/barnes/matthew/16.htm


would bring heavenly wisdom to bear on the problems which the church would have to 
resolve. 

The wisdom which Christ gives to the church will be more than sufficient to withstand the 
errors of the powers of death which are arrayed against it, as it is based in the confession of 
Peter: “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” Jesus commends Peter for this, and 
says that it was revealed to him by the Father in heaven, and as a result “the gates of hell will 
not prevail” against the church. If we stick with the confession of Peter, that Christ is indeed 
the Son of the Living God, and trust that truth and wisdom will be revealed to us by the 
Father, then we will indeed have wisdom that the gates of hell cannot prevail against.

The other interpretation [besides the view that the gates hold in the dead] is derived 
from the fact that in Oriental cities the gate is the scene of deliberation and counsel.  
Hence "the gates" here may represent the evil designs planned by the powers of hell  
to overthrow the Church, the wiles and machinations of the devil and his angels,  
Hades being taken, not as the abode of the dead, but as the realm of Satan. Neither  
malignant spirits nor their allies, such as sin, persecution, heresy, shall be able to  
wreck the eternal building which Christ was founding. Combining the two expositions,  
we may say that Christ herein promises that neither the power of death nor the power  
of the devil shall prevail against it (κατισχ σουσιν α τ ς), shall overpower it, keep it inύ ὐ ῆ  
subjection.5 

“For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are 
being saved it is the power of God. For it is written, 'I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and 
the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.” 1 Corinthians 1:18-19. Has God not made 
foolish the wisdom of this world? Has he not given to his people the wisdom which will 
prevent the gates of Hades prevailing against us?

Is this not too dependent on the Old Testament, though? Not at all. Consider James 3:13-18, 
where the “wisdom from below” is contrasted with the “wisdom from above.” The gates of 
Hades – its wisdom – is unlike the pure, peaceable wisdom from above – the wisdom given to 
the church.

Let us then rely on the wisdom of God for all that we do: our study, our scholarship, our 
politics, our education, our family life, our economy, our art, everything without exception. 
Then when this wisdom comes to bear on every area of life, truly, the gates of Hades – its 
purported wisdom, its misconstrued justice, its oppressive decisions against the poor and the 
powerless – will not be able to prevail against it.

5 Pulpit Commentary. Accessed from: http://biblehub.com/commentaries/pulpit/matthew/16.htm 
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