
Sunday 6th September 2020 

Trinity 13 
Ezekiel 33: 7 – 11; Psalm 119: 33 – 40; Romans 13: 8 – 14; Matthew 18: 15 – 20 

 

We often look back at previous times through rose-tinted glasses and 

talk about the ‘good old days’. I wonder if 

we’ll look back in a few years’ time and miss 

anything about 2020. Some might miss the 

peace of not having constant traffic noise 

that allowed them to hear the sounds of 

nature, or not having to get dressed to go to 

work. For most of us though I think that 2020 

will count as a year to forget. Coronavirus 

seems to have exposed some of the deep 

injustices and conflicts within our own society 

and across the world. Christians are not 

exempt from this rose-tinted view of the past. 

Many of us think with longing of ‘how it used to be’ in church when we 

were young. Some think that we should look to the early church for our 

pattern of behaviour because it all seems to have gone so well 

although if you read the book of Acts there is perhaps not quite such a 

rosy picture and most of the letters to churches were written to try to 

resolve disputes or potential heretical behaviour. 

 

Even the disciples were not above squabbling about who was the 

greatest. Today’s gospel shows us that Jesus felt the need to address 

the issue of conflict resolution. He gives us an escalating 3-stage plan 

for dealing with disputes and conflicts: 

➢ go to the person privately and speak with them about it, if that 

doesn’t work then 

➢ take witnesses with you, if there is still no resolution then 

➢ take it to the whole church 

 

First we have to note that this applies to disputes between Christians, 

the phrase Jesus uses to introduce this plan is ‘If another believer sins 

against you’ (Mtt 18 v 15) but it’s also interesting to note that most 

modern appeals systems operate on a similar escalating policy, in a 

work situation for example you would initially speak to the person with 

whom there is a problem, then go to their superior and on up through 

a documented procedure. 

 

We also need to note that this applies to personal disputes - ‘If another 



believer sins against you’.  

The first stage is to deal with it privately. The difficulty with this is that 

many of us prefer to avoid face-to-face confrontation, we much 

prefer to pass the problem onto someone else to deal with. Is that 

because we don’t really think we have a case, or we feel that we 

can’t express our side of the case properly, or maybe it’s because we 

simply don’t have the self-confidence. It may also be that particular 

circumstances mitigate against you going alone to speak to the 

offender. Taking a single person with you as moral support would not 

be outside the spirit of this first stage I feel. 

 

Recognising that this private confrontation may not be successful Jesus 

then tells us to try again but this time with witnesses who are not 

directly involved in the dispute. This is a standard Jewish practice of the 

time stemming from the injunction given in Deuteronomy 

“You must not convict anyone of a crime on the testimony of only 

one witness. The facts of the case must be established by the 

testimony of two or three witnesses.” Deut 19 v 15 

 

there are numerous instances in the Old Testament of this practice and 

those listening to Jesus would have been aware of this law. 

 

With those witnesses it is then possible to move to the next stage if it 

should prove necessary. This stage involves the rest of the church 

community. Matthew is the only gospel writer to use the Greek word 

ecclesia which we translate as ‘church’, in the time of Jesus of course, 

the ‘church’ as we know it didn’t exist so Jesus would have been 

talking about a community of believers. This use of the word ecclesia is 

one of the reasons that scholars give for a later date of writing for 

Matthew’s gospel than was originally thought.  

 

The hope here is that if the offender is brought before the whole 

community they will accept the verdict given and the situation will be 

resolved. It doesn’t always happen that way though and there is a 

fourth statement to cover that 

 if he or she won’t accept the church’s decision, treat that person 

as a pagan or a corrupt tax collector. Mtt 18 v 17b 

 

What does that mean? You’ve won! They have been kicked out of the 

church because they wouldn’t play by the rules. They are no longer 

regarded as a Christian, a form of excommunication if you like. Is that 

really what Jesus meant? Jane Williams suggests not, 



This ex-Christian, who has put themselves outside the Christian 

community, must now be treated to all your evangelistic powers 

to bring them back. You have to show them the love and care 

that Jesus showed to ‘pagans and tax-collectors’.  
Lectionary reflections © Jane Williams 2011 

 

Putting this passage into context, it comes directly after the parable of 

the Lost Sheep and directly before the teaching on forgiveness. I think 

Jane Williams has a point. 

 

It seems to me that this follows on from Christopher’s sermon last week 

on love and links to the New Testament reading from Romans in which 

Paul tells us 

Owe nothing to anyone—except for your obligation to love one 

another. If you love your neighbour, you will fulfil the requirements 

of God’s law. Roms 13 v 8 

 

Paul goes on to remind us of the second great commandment “Love 

your neighbour as yourself”. Jesus’ plan for conflict resolution has love 

at the heart of it and a desire for unity. If we can’t even love each 

other as Christians how can we show God’s love to the rest of the 

world and draw them into God’s kingdom. Love is our evangelistic 

super-power! 

 

Speaking to Ezekiel, God says ‘I am making you a watchman’ and 

gives him his task 

If I announce that some wicked people are sure to die and you 

fail to tell them to change their ways, then they will die in their 

sins, and I will hold you responsible for their deaths. 9 But if you 

warn them to repent and they don’t repent, they will die in their 

sins, but you will have saved yourself. Ez 33 v 8 – 9  

 

Through the great commission (Matthew 29 v 18 – 20) we are all 

‘watchmen’ and have been given the responsibility that God gave to 

Ezekiel. Jesus gives us authority 

“I tell you the truth, whatever you forbid on earth will be 

forbidden in heaven, and whatever you permit on earth will be 

permitted in heaven.” Mtt 18 v 18 

 

but it is set within the context of love. Resolving conflicts requires us to 

set aside our pride or any need for vengeance we may feel, which 

does not mean that we allow wrong behaviour to continue, fault must 



be acknowledged but love sets our response. That’s not an easy path 

to walk but as ever we are encouraged by the final verses of today’s 

gospel 
19 “I also tell you this: If two of you agree here on earth 

concerning anything you ask, my Father in heaven will do it for 

you. 20 For where two or three gather together as my followers, I 

am there among them.” 

 

Two or three witnesses, just as in the Deuteronomic law. 

 

In these days when mass gatherings are not permitted and we can 

only meet together in small groups and maybe in ways that seem alien 

to us these must surely be the most encouraging verses we could 

have. They point us towards prayer and worship, they remind us that 

no matter how few of us there are, Jesus is there, loving us, supporting 

us, cheering us on and speaking to the Father for us. Remembering 

that, maybe looking back on 2020 won’t be quite so traumatic. 

Helen Evans. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


