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Use on the

Sunday closest to September 7

Proper 18

Year A

RCL

Ezekiel 33:7-11
Psalm 119:33-40
Matthew 18:15-20

The Collect

Grant us, O Lord, to trust in you with all our hearts; 

for, as you always resist the proud who confide in their 

own strength, so you never forsake those who make 

their boast of your mercy; through Jesus Christ our 

Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spir-

it, one God, now and for ever. Amen.
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Ezekiel 33:7-11

You, mortal, I have made a sentinel for the house of 

Israel; whenever you hear a word from my mouth, you 

shall give them warning from me. If I say to the wicked,

“O wicked ones, you shall surely die,” and you do not 

speak to warn the wicked to turn from their ways, the 

wicked shall die in their iniquity, but their blood I will 

require at your hand. But if you warn the wicked to turn

from their ways, and they do not turn from their ways, 

the wicked shall die in their iniquity, but you will have 

saved your life.

Now you, mortal, say to the house of Israel, Thus you

have said: “Our transgressions and our sins weigh upon 

us, and we waste away because of them; how then can 

we live?” Say to them, As I live, says the Lord GOD, I 

have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the

2



wicked turn from their ways and live; turn back, turn 

back from your evil ways; for why will you die, O 

house of Israel?
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Psalm 119:33-40

Legem pone

33 Teach me, O LORD, the way of your statutes, *
and I shall keep it to the end.

34 Give me understanding, and I shall keep your law; *
I shall keep it with all my heart.

35 Make me go in the path of your commandments, *
for that is my desire.

36 Incline my heart to your decrees *
and not to unjust gain.

37 Turn my eyes from watching what is worthless; *
give me life in your ways.

38 Fulfill your promise to your servant, *
which you make to those who fear you.

39 Turn away the reproach which I dread, *
because your judgments are good.

40 Behold, I long for your commandments; *
in your righteousness preserve my life.
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Matthew 18:15-20

Jesus said, “If another member of the church sins 

against you, go and point out the fault when the two of 

you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have 

regained that one. But if you are not listened to, take 

one or two others along with you, so that every word 

may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three wit-

nesses. If the member refuses to listen to them, tell it to 

the church; and if the offender refuses to listen even to 

the church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a 

tax collector. Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on 

earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose 

on earth will be loosed in heaven. Again, truly I tell 

you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you 

ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. For

where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there 
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among them.”
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SERMON

A sleep-deprived and weary mother had just settled 

on the couch to watch her favorite program when the 

sounds of pitched battle erupted from upstairs. She 

trudged upstairs, breathing threats and murder. 

“Alright!”, she shouted as she separated the two small

combatants. “Who started it this time?”

Through quivering lower lips, both boys pointed ac-

cusing fingers at the other and wailed, “It all started 

when he hit me back!” Every time I hear a news dis-

patch, that’s what goes through my mind – it all started 

when he hit me back. A human’s first response to con-

flict is to determine who started it and make arrange-

ments for appropriate punishment. However appropriate

that approach to war in the nursery might be, when we 

speak of conflict resolution within the church, questions

of who started it are less important than is discovering 
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ways of reconciliation and restoration of the communi-

ty. In our passage from Matthew, Jesus is proposing a 

dialog with the world about the proper approach to con-

flict resolution. It is a vitally important question to en-

gage. Conflict in community is inevitable, and the 

church is not immune. We are sinners all. Sooner or lat-

er, one of us will tread on the toes of the other. Our 

Gospel passage speaks of how to address conflict in the 

church without making it worse.

Let me first share with you how NOT to do it, for if 

nothing else, I’m a good example of how NOT to do 

things. Decades ago, I taught the Men’s Bible class at 

First Christian. Among my students was a physician, 

now long dead, whose views of Bible history and theol-

ogy often conflicted with mine. Virtually every Sunday, 

I was corrected on some issue I had carefully re-

searched. Mostly, we’d discuss it and move on.
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One Sunday he announced that there could be no 

peace between the church and Jews because, he pro-

claimed, the Jews killed Christ. I grew up across the 

street from a Jewish family. Their oldest son and I were 

inseparable. I enjoy Jewish thought and perspective. 

Before I knew what I was doing, I snapped, “No! No! 

You cannot teach that here!” As I’m sure you know, that

was the last time we saw the doctor, and our community

was broken by at least that one member.  

Now, let me share with you the RIGHT way to ap-

proach conflict in the church. I know of a church which 

discovered that their long-time treasurer had stolen 

thousands of dollars from the church. Their pastor was 

a gifted man. He turned to our passage from Matthew 

and followed it, step by step. He pointed out her fault in

private. He involved his church board. She acknowl-

edged her sin. Arrangements were made to repay the 
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money. When that all was accomplished, the offender 

and the pastor appeared together in front of the congre-

gation, which received her confession then embraced 

her back into the community. Could you have pulled 

that off? I couldn’t. I’m not that gifted. I might well 

have called 911 and what a lot of evil that would have 

caused compared to the outcome this pastor shepherd-

ed! Reconciliation in place of estrangement. Healing of 

the community instead of rancor. That’s NOT what I 

did. Sinner that I am, I called him out in public, effec-

tively casting him from the community. How could I 

have preserved the community yet still confront the er-

ror of the doctor’s teaching? That is the dialog Jesus is 

suggesting in our passage.

Our passage from Matthew 18 doesn’t exist by itself

in red letters somewhere. It appears within a teaching 

on preservation of the community. Immediately before 
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it is the parable of the lost sheep. 

What do you think? If a man has a hundred sheep, 
and one of them has gone astray, does he not leave 
the ninety-nine on the mountains and go in search 
of the one that went astray? And if he finds it, tru-
ly, I say to you, he rejoices over it more than over 
the ninety-nine that never went astray

Immediately after, the parable of the unforgiving ser-

vant.

 Then his master summoned him and said to him, 
‘You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt 
because you pleaded with me. And should not you 
have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had 
mercy on you?’ And in anger his master delivered 
him to the jailers, until he should pay all his debt. 
So also my heavenly Father will do to every one of
you, if you do not forgive your brother from your 
heart.”

The first parable, that of the lost sheep, speaks of the 

value of the individual to the community. The second, 

the unforgiving servant, tells us of the importance of the
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individual’s response to mercy. Clearly, Matthew 18 is 

about how to maintain church discipline without de-

stroying the church. Church discipline is of vital impor-

tance. You wouldn’t want your son or daughter turned 

loose on the highways if there were no rules of the road.

Neither should you be comfortable with a church com-

munity which fails to adhere to the teachings of Christ. 

There are right ways and wrong ways to do church dis-

cipline. I chose the wrong way. How should I have pro-

ceeded? 

Jesus said, “If another member of the church sins 
against you, go and point out the fault when the 
two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, 
you have regained that one.”

Church discipline seeks, first of all, to maintain the 

community. Nevertheless, errors, especially cruel errors

such as the doctor’s teaching, must be confronted. Jesus

counsels that we first do so in private. That is the first 
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thing I should have done. That I didn’t, is a mark on my

permanent record that I’ll have to live with.

Jesus then directs us

 But if you are not listened to, take one or two oth-
ers along with you, so that every word may be con-
firmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses.

 When Jesus lays out His plan for conflict resolution, 

He is not instructing us to bring witnesses to testify 

against our brother who has sinned, but witnesses to the

attempted reconciliation between the parties. If the par-

ties are unsuccessful in reconciling, the community will

have to be involved because enmity between any two 

members affects the entire church. It must be addressed,

and the community, by addressing the breach is acting 

to protect itself. How can the community properly find 

the path to reconciliation if the only testimony they 

have is that of the parties?

7



Church discipline, like a cancer, must be taken seri-

ously. If the one who has sinned will not hear the at-

tempts at reconciliation, then we have a most serious 

assault on the church and only the church as a body 

may address it. If the transgressor will still not confess 

his sin when confronted by the church body, he is actu-

ally saying that he is no longer part of the community, 

and the community must accede to his decision. The 

health and welfare of the community is intimately con-

cerned with the problems existing between the commu-

nity's individual parts. That reality must be confronted, 

less it fester into something much worse. The doctor 

and I never resolved that difference, and because of my 

clumsy handling of the matter, I am quite certain that 

the problem between us spread among the community, 

weakening it. 

God's plan for the resolution of conflict is one of rec-
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onciliation, not destruction.

Say to them, As I live, says the Lord GOD, I have 
no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that the 
wicked turn from their ways and live; 

 Look at the lengths Jesus urges upon us to find rec-

onciliation between two estranged church members! 

And even if there is no reconciliation to be found, Jesus

says nothing about destroying the guilty party. He says 

only that such a one is separated from the community. 

Though we are witnesses to destruction, we are called 

to be agents of reconciliation. Can you do it, church?

Amen
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BENEDICTION

We address one another as brother and sister. I urge 

you to take those titles seriously, remembering that we 

are all children of our Father.

The Lord bless you and keep you; 
the Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gra-
cious to you; 
the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you
peace. 

Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, 

copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Church of Christ in the USA, and 

used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.
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