12th Sunday after Pentecost, 2011
                                Matthew 18:15-20


WHAT WE OWE TO EACH OTHER
Sermon for the 12th Sunday after Pentecost, 2011 

Matthew 18:15-20


The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. Amen.


The text for our sermon today is our Gospel reading, Matthew 18:15-20
“If your brother sins against you, go and point out his sin to him when you are alone with him! If he listens to you, you have won your brother. 16 However, if he will not listen, take one or two others with you so that you have two or three witnesses to verify every word! 17 If he will not listen to them, tell it to the church! However, if he will not listen even to the church, treat him like a heathen and a tax collector! 18 Truly, I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven; and whatever you untie on earth will be untied in heaven.

19 “Again I tell you, if two of you here on earth agree to ask for anything, My Father in heaven will do it for you. 20 For where two or three have come together in My name, there I am among them.”


Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us through Your truth, Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,

Can you remember our Epistle reading from last Sunday contained the words: “Love must be sincere! Hate what is evil! Cling to what is good! Be devoted to one another with brotherly love!” (Romans 12:9-10), and shortly before Jesus was arrested, before He went the way of the cross, He gave His followers this command: “Love one another, as I have loved you.”

These words were not only for the disciples, but they were given for us too. And let’s be brutally honest: They are hard words to obey. You could spend your entire life working to love someone, and yet you would never come anywhere near to that love which Christ has. Christ’s love is completely selfless, and full of nothing but devotion for His children. 
In our Epistle reading from today, the Apostle Paul had told those living in Rome to basically pay their taxes and obey those in authority over them, but then Paul went on to add one obligation that should never be considered as completed, one bill that dare never be marked ‘paid in full,’ and that is the continuing debt to love one another. Paul indicates the basis for that when he says: “For the person who loves the other person has fulfilled the Law.” In other words, “Love, because that’s what God wants you to do.”
Paul goes on to point out that all of God’s commandments urge love. He cites four of them, that is, “You shall not commit adultery, You shall not murder, You shall not steal, and You shall not covet!” and summarises the rest with a quotation from Leviticus: “You shall love your neighbour as yourself!”

Paul understands that the love Christ wishes for us to show one another is a debt that can never be paid; but it is nevertheless a debt that we are to go on paying willingly and gladly and with gratitude in our hearts to God who first loved us so that He gave His only Son for our salvation. So, can you see clearly that love is a debt we owe one another, and it is also another cost of being one of Christ’s disciples.

Now, surely there is no argument among any of us when we say that the forgiveness of sins and eternal life are God’s free gifts to us through faith in His Son. Nevertheless, there are high costs associated with keeping and growing in the faith through which we are freely saved. All through the Scriptures, there weren’t too many who had faith that weren’t afflicted in some way. And what you find from reading about some of those who were faithful, are that the Lord never took their cross away, but rather, gave them the strength to carry it. He would see them through and ultimately rescue them from all their troubles - which are comforting promises for you and me as well, because, we too, are all called to stand for God’s truth in a hostile world. That too, is one of the costs of being a disciple. 

Our Gospel lesson today looks at another cost of being a disciple, and that is the debt of love we owe to a brother or sister who claims to hold the Christian faith, but who is now caught up in some ongoing or unrepentant sin. And perhaps we should begin by stating the underlying truth that should be obvious to all of us. It’s this: a Christian person cannot be engaged in wilful, ongoing, unrepentant sin. On this Scripture is clear. There are many warnings given to us. One instance is what St. Paul writes, “Do you not know that the wicked will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not deceive yourselves: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor homosexuals nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God (1 Corinthians 6:9-10). The Christian life is a life of repentance; of being sorry for sin and having the desire to turn away from it. It’s a sense of guilt and shame, as well as a fear of punishment that drives us to embrace the salvation earned by Christ when He died for us. People without that shame and fear and who continue in sin and refuse to repent has fallen from the faith. If someone says he believes in Christ, but disregards God’s commandments because he feels that they’re outdated, that they don’t apply to him, that ‘everybody’s doing it,’ or that it doesn’t matter since he’s forgiven anyway, he’s only fooling himself. He is not a Christian. He might believe in Jesus, but he’s using what he knows about Him to betray Him. Such a person, like Judas, is headed straight to hell.

And what we hear Jesus say to us this morning is that we owe that person something. We are not to just sit by and let them die in sin. No, we’re to do everything that’s possible to try to win that person back to the saving faith and life. 
Too often it happens that we’re very much aware that a brother or sister is falling into sin or has already fallen; but we just look the other way. We pretend not to notice. We think to ourselves, “Well, it’s not my responsibility to say anything.” But can you remember Cain’s response to the Lord after he had killed his brother Abel. The Lord asked: “Where is your brother Abel?” to which Cain responded in feigned innocence, “What? Am I my brother’s keeper?” This is the kind of response only someone who doesn’t have an ounce of love or concern for a brother could muster. And if one doesn’t have any concern for the physical welfare of his brother, than he certainly has no concern for his spiritual welfare either. 
In calling us to love each other, Jesus places the mantle of responsibility for helping to restore a fallen brother upon all who follow Him. We are to be watchmen for one another. If we see the enemy coming, intent on capturing the soul of one of us, we are to sound the alarm. It’s the person who sees the smoke first who’s supposed to set off the fire alarm. What’s more, you’d be guilty of gross criminal negligence if you didn’t. That’s what the Lord says: “If you don’t speak out to dissuade the wicked man from his ways, he will die for his sin, and I will hold you accountable.” You are your brother’s keeper. That’s why it’s incumbent upon you to intervene when someone falls. Sometimes we like to think, “Well, he’ll come back on his own in time,” or “there’s nothing I can do, it’s up to God to bring him back,” but that’s completely opposite to how we understand how God works in the world. We believe God works through His Word. No one caught up in sin’s deception just wanders back to God on his own. He has to hear God’s Word. And so there is something you can do: deliver the message!
Now another question pops up in our minds. If we are to go and speak God’s warning to someone who’s fallen, to whom should we go? The world is full of people in sin. Are we supposed to go to every single one? Will we be held accountable for everyone we fail to warn? Of course not. As with charity, such warnings begin at home. First, understand that we’re talking about the household of faith, those who claim to be fellow Christians. We don’t expect those outside the church to live according to Christ’s standards. The people God holds us most accountable for are the ones who are closest to us. It starts with your own family. At some point it also includes your friends and neighbours, some of whom are probably closer than some of your relations. Likewise it includes your church family: the people with whom you worship and share the Sacrament.
If your brother sins against you, go and point out his sin to him when you are alone with him! The meaning here is if a brother sins go show him his fault. You don’t get off the hook by claiming that whatever it is he’s doing isn’t a sin against you personally. Even if that person’s sin does not harm you directly, it still concerns you. It is still a sin against you in the sense that it disrupts your relationship with that fellow Christian, for you cannot simply ignore another’s deliberate sin. When you see someone wilfully and deliberately sinning, Christ calls upon you to act.

So, recognising your responsibility, the question then becomes: “How do I go about making a rescue attempt?” Jesus says, “Go.” It’s a command. It’s not, “Wait for him to come to me,” or “so and so is closer to this; I’ll wait for him to go.” No, if you see the problem, the job belongs to you. Second, Jesus says, “go and point out his sin to him when you are alone with him.” The goal here is containment. We have a duty to protect one another’s reputations. We’re not to go around talking about each other’s sins: that itself is a sin that if you’re doing, someone should come talk to you about. No, Christ says you are to go to the person privately and speak God’s word of warning. No one else ever need know. And if your brother or sister hears you and repents, God Himself forgives the sin and forgets that it ever happened. You will have won back a soul for Christ. Case closed – never mentioned again.


Wouldn’t it be wonderful if every case was that simple! Surprisingly though, many are just that simple. Often the Holy Spirit is working on a person’s conscience long before you arrive. A spoken word of rebuke from the Lord coming from you in loving concern is all it takes. A broken spirit replies, “You’re right, I am sinning,” and then you have the unparalleled joy of announcing God’s forgiving grace in Christ Jesus: “The Lord has taken away your sin.”

Unfortunately, in some cases you’re going to encounter resistance. Instead of repentance, you might get denial, “No, you’re wrong, I’m not doing that” or you might get self-justification, “Yes, I did, but I have a good reason.” Or you might get a defensive response designed to get you to back off. Usually it comes in the form of a personal attack: “Mind your own business!” or “Who are you to accuse me? What right have you to judge me?” Well, Jesus says if the person won’t listen to you, you’re not to give up. “Take one or two others with you.” Who should you take? The best people are those who are both close to and respected by the person you hope to help. And again, containment is preferred. If at all possible, take people who already know of the problem. This additional help may make all the difference. It ensures that you are not out of line – that other people see the problem too and it’s not just in your head. It also gives the person less room to make excuses. Lastly, and of most importance, is it shows God’s love by telling the individual, “We all see this problem and we are all concerned about you.”

If handled lovingly, according to Christ’s instructions, the vast majority of cases will end there. You will have gained back your brother or sister in the Lord. But if these first two steps to rescue someone who has fallen fail, Jesus asks you to take it to the third step and tell it to the church. Here He means the local congregation, and primarily the pastor and elders who are the ones charged to act in the name of the congregation. Why should they care? For the same reason you do: love for the person who has fallen. And when it comes to this point, the need to save the person from their sin outweighs the concern about keeping confidentiality. A person in danger of being lost because he refuses to repent is the concern of the whole church. And so, acting in the name of the congregation, the pastor and elders talk to the person in an effort to call him to repentance. However, if he will not listen even to the church, treat him like a heathen and a tax collector!
The official name for this is excommunication. It’s regarded as a bad word by most Christians today; but it shouldn’t be. When it’s applied to someone who’s fallen and refuses to repent, it’s an act of love performed by the whole church because a person who refuses to hear the church is refusing to hear Christ who speaks through it. And really, it’s not so much an action the church takes; it’s rather a case of calling a spade a spade. A person who refuses to repent has removed himself from fellowship with Christ. So, when a church excommunicates someone, it is only truthfully describing what the situation already is: the fallen sinner is not in communion with Christ. And remember, this is done not to punish, but rather to show the person in the strongest possible terms that to continue in unrepentant sin is to be separated from Christ and with Him, the forgiveness and life He alone gives. The motive is always love, and the goal is always to win them back. And when Christ tells us to treat people who are excommunicated as heathens, He does not mean to snub, ridicule, or hate them. He means to treat them as you would any other person who is outside the life of the church. We’re to be kind and loving to them, and looking for opportunities to share the Gospel with them. It always remains our goal to win them back to the saving faith. And if they do come back, all is forgiven again.

Dear friends, it takes a great deal of love and trust to do what Christ commands. Parents discipline their children not because they hate them, but because they love them. They speak, then they warn, and then they spank if necessary, precisely because they love their children and want them to live as they should. In fact, the Scripture says that parents who don’t discipline actually hate their children (Prov. 13:24). They set them on the road to ruin. Now, here we are in the family of God. How can we say we love one another if we don’t exercise discipline the way Christ commanded us to? And that’s just it: we can’t. We owe this to each other.

But what stops us? Why don’t we take the path of excommunication of someone who will not repent? Two things: first there’s doubt. We really don’t believe it will work, which is only to call our Lord Jesus an incompetent leader, a liar, or both. The second thing is fear. We’re afraid of offending. We’re afraid of driving people away. We’re afraid of conflict and confrontation in general; and we don’t want to be called names. So instead we sit hunkered down in the trenches like the soldiers of an army who are unwilling to rescue their wounded comrades who have fallen in the no man’s land between the opposing forces. We expect these wounded to either crawl back on their own or let them suffer the fate of being killed or captured precisely because we’re afraid of getting shot at if we make a rescue attempt. And the worst thing is we fear most being shot in the back by people on our own side if we try to do what’s right. It’s usually the very people who should be the strongest advocates of a rescue, the people closest to the person in peril, who are the ones we’re afraid of offending. Isn’t it strange how anyone of us would try to prevent someone we care about from committing suicide; but when it comes to spiritual suicide, which has far greater consequences, we shrug our shoulders and say, “It’s nobody’s business but his,” or “Let’s just wait and see what happens, or “I’m afraid of losing a friend.” We’re so afraid of losing a friend in time and yet we’d sacrifice them for eternity.

Dear friends, it’s high time that we all looked at this whole matter of church discipline as the Lord Jesus taught us. We ought to repent of the way we – all of us, myself included – have bungled things in the past and failed to do what was right because of fear or doubt or, perhaps, ignorance. But graciously receiving the Lord’s forgiveness and strength to go forward, we should make it a priority to do for our fallen brothers and sisters what Christ commands us. We owe it to each other for the sake of Him who loved us and gave Himself for us. Amen.

The peace of God which passes all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen. 
PRAYER FOR THE TWELFTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST


Lord God, we rejoice that we are Your children because of Your constant love and mercy.  We are what we are purely by Your grace.  You have made us Your own, and fulfilled all Your rich promises to us.  You give power and strength to Your people.  Therefore hear our prayers as we come to You, not in our own name or goodness, but in the name and by the merits of Jesus Christ.


We praise You for the glorious Gospel of Your grace.  We rejoice to know that You have kept Your word by sending Your Son Jesus Christ when the right time came, to give His flesh, and to rise again on the third day so that through Him we may never taste death.


We thank You for the apostles’ sure witness to Christ’s resurrection in Your holy Word, on which our faith can stand firm.  Fill us with love and faith in our risen Lord, so that we may live in a joy that words cannot fully express, and that we may confidently wait for eternal fellowship with You in the life to come.


Give us Your Spirit’s power to remain strong in our faith, in spite of all the doubt and ridicule of our age.  Keep us each day in repentance for sin, in humble reliance on Your mercy, and in the peace of Your forgiveness.  Give us such love for You that we may devote our whole lives to serving You in cheerful obedience.


Pour Your Holy Spirit’s power on the Church, that it may take Your Gospel to others, and proclaim Jesus Christ to them as their only hope of forgiveness, life, and salvation.  Defend Your Church from its enemies and from all false teaching, that it may know no other Gospel than the one You gave it once and for all.


We pray for our country.  Give us leaders in all walks of life who respect Your commandments, promote what is good, and oppose what is evil, so that our citizens may live in harmony, peace, and uprightness, and show concern for the good of all.


We pray for our homes.  Give all parents a burning desire to teach their children to know, love, and respect You in Jesus Christ.  Enable all families to live together in peace, love, and true wisdom.


Hear the prayers of the suffering, the bereaved, the needy, the homeless, the wounded, the worried, and the despairing.  Lead them in mercy out of all that distresses them.  Deliver us from every evil of body and soul, and at our last hour mercifully take us from the troubles of this life to Yourself in heaven.


Give us these things, O Father, and whatever else is necessary for us, in the name of Jesus, who, together with You and the Holy Spirit, lives and reigns, one God, for ever and ever.  Amen.

Page | 2 


