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Preaching the Gospel of Matthew can often be a challenge! Especially 

when Matthew seems to get all legalistic on us – which feels like it’s pretty 

often! In Matthew’s gospel today, Jesus seems to be setting up the rules of 

engagement for a boxing match – the Marquis of Queensbury rules of the 

bible. Identify someone who is sinning, and go to them in this way: first 

try going alone, and letting them know that they’re sinning. And if that 

doesn’t work, bring one or two others along. And if that still doesn’t 

work, drag the rascal before the church council for a more formal reaming 

out! Then kick the sucker out of the community! Sounds like a lot of fun, 

right?  

All this makes a preacher wonder who developed our lectionary, our list 

of Sunday morning readings to preach on! Now don’t get me wrong, some 

of the lessons of Matthew can be inspirational, but I often find it tough to 

hear the ‘Good News.’  

When I’m struggling with preaching on a text, I often turn back to our friend 

Martin Luther. Luther tells us that the Word of God speaks both ‘law and 

gospel’ and that both must be held together for God’s Word to be 

fulfilled. The law is that which accuses us and judges us, while the 

Gospel is that which comforts us and saves us!  

Often when I ask people for their understanding of ‘Law and Gospel’, 

they’ll say the Old Testament is the law, while the New Testament is the 

Gospel. But this isn’t true at all! There is a lot of material in the New 

Testament that accuses and judges people – that’s the Law! On the 

other hand, there is a lot of material in the Old Testament that comforts, 

saves and heals! The whole bible is comprised in both Law and Gospel. 

So with this little lesson in Luther 101 in mind let’s look at today’s 

reading. Is Matthew just giving us rules to live by, or is there another 

message here about relationships?  

If it’s rules, then we have a neat little formula for maintaining some 

semblance of order in our Christian community:  

If someone offends you, confront them! If that doesn’t work, try an 

intervention. If that fails, cut them off and kick them out! If nothing 

else, it seems to be straight forward, and maybe that’s why some 

Christian groups have read this passage in this legal way. Us against 

them! 
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But if we read or listen to the lesson with relationships in mind, it presents 

us with a more challenging, but also more interesting interpretation. I 

mean, what if Matthew isn’t simply setting up the rules of engagement? 

What if instead, he’s trying to build authentic Christian community? What 

if the point is less about having a code of conduct to follow and more 

about reconnecting with a brother or sister? And what if Jesus’ major 

concern isn’t actually settling disputes but rather creating a wholesome 

environment – an environment where Christ’s presence continues to 

bring forgiveness, healing, and joy?  

The verses immediately before today’s passage detail God’s delight in 

gathering back those sheep that have strayed and the caution to beware 

of despising others, even those who seem to be of little account to us. 

And in the verses that will follow today’s reading Jesus seems to set a 

new standard for forgiveness! Peter will ask Jesus how many times we 

should forgive someone before giving up on them. Is seven enough? 

That may seem reasonable, but Jesus teaches Peter by multiplying this 

number beyond imagination. Then Christ suggests that our ability to 

forgive others may be the key to whether we ourselves can feel 

forgiveness.  

All of this makes me think that this week’s passage is not simply Matthew 

at his legalistic best. It may rather be a valuable lesson from Matthew 

who knows how tough it is to foster genuine relationships in 

community. These relationships are more difficult to establish, maintain 

and nurture than we might imagine. Think about it – going to someone 

with your concern or grievance is a lot harder than talking behind his or 

her back! Bringing others together to listen closely to what Christ is 

saying takes a lot more courage than posting something on Facebook! 

And working out disputes together as a community, rather than simply 

passing judgment can be really difficult. This more relational approach 

to hearing and paying attention to Matthew’s advice opens up to us the 

rest of this passage as well.  

Because suddenly what we loose and bind, that is what we let go of, and 

what we hold onto -- may not be as easily defined as what we thought! 

Not so much as drawing imaginary lines in the sand, but rather an 

invitation to exercise caution before judging someone by our standards. 
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Jesus tells us that the way we regard others on earth has far-reaching 

significance – even as far as heaven itself! And seeking agreement with 

others in the community does not mean having some formula that 

attempts to force God to grant us anything we want. Instead we have a 

promise that when Christians come together to discuss, listen for, and 

discern God’s will, nothing is out of our reach. And the assurance of 

Jesus’ presence among us is a reminder that what we say and do 

together is always said and done in the presence of our Lord. We are 

promised that our hard work to build community is not done alone, but 

always with Jesus’ presence and assistance. So think about your 

brothers and sisters of Centennial, gathered together in reality or 

gathered together in our thoughts! View these people who are gathered 

as gifts of God given so that together we can become the people and 

community God wants and needs us to be. Beloved Community! 

Imagine what needs, hopes, hurts, and dreams we have in common. 

Imagine how together, we might go out into the world that God loves so 

much -- go out armed with the courage and compassion of Christ!  

There is so much that is challenging in our world right now – from 

natural disasters to displays of hatred; from injustice to intolerance – 

and all the while living with the invisible threat of the coronavirus. All this 

while we’re preparing to vote in one of the most important elections of 

our lives! We live in a world that desperately needs us to be the Body of 

Christ.  

And there is so much going on in our lives together – heartaches we can 

barely sense, hopes we can scarcely see – we all need to be cared for 

by Christ; we need to be part of this Body of Christ. We have hard work 

ahead of us in the name of Christ! But the Good News is that together, in 

community we are powerful! And healing! And a tremendous witness! 

Yes, there’s work ahead for us, and when we grow weary following the 

path that Jesus set, we hold on to the baptismal promise that the risen 

Christ is always with us. Even when just two or three are gathered 

together, Christ is present! He is always there, instructing us in the way of 

love, urging us on, forgiving us, and sending us out to be agents of 

reconciliation and peace. Yes, Christ accompanies us wherever we may 

go. This blessed assurance is Good News indeed – thanks be to God! 

Amen. 


