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Thank you so much for that reading of the gospel…  
a passage that many of us are probably familiar 
with. We especially love the comfort of that last 
verse: “where two or three are gathered in my 
name, I am there among them…” 

The rest of it, though, can be a bit contentious… so 
before we begin… let’s pray… 

Father, we thank you that it is your desire to speak 
into our hearts by your Spirit and that you are not 
hindered by the fact we are gathering, in this case, 
online. I ask that what I say today and what we 
take into our hearts would be directed by your 
Spirit for your purposes in us and in your world.  
Amen. 

So I noticed a few weeks ago when Richard was 
preparing the sermon on Matthew 16, that he had 
to deal with verse 19, when Jesus said to Peter and 
the disciples:  

“Whatever you bind on earth will be bound in 
heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will 
be loosed in heaven.” 
Matthew 16:19 

I thought, oh, good for you dealing with that 
difficult verse… and better you than me! 
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Then I offered to do the sermon today and read 
the passage from Matthew 18 - and there it was 
again! Just two chapters later!  

So here I am, dealing with it too…  

Which is good… because it’s good to grapple with 
scripture, especially when we find it difficult. It’s 
good to always try to come with fresh eyes and see 
what there is to be learned. 

So what do we have here…. 

Well, from verse 15 to 17, Jesus lays out a very 
practical plan, based to some degree on the 
writings of Moses in Deuteronomy. The disciples 
are to follow this plan when they find themselves 
in a situation where one among them is “sinning.” 

Why would he do that? Well, at this point in 
Matthew’s gospel Jesus has already foretold his 
death twice. The second time didn’t go over well 
with Peter as we saw last week. And Jesus is going 
to do it again in chapter 20. He’s getting the 
disciples used to the idea he won’t always be 
around. They will one day be the leaders of the 
church that others will turn to.  
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Always the master teacher, he is equipping them 
for the job they will do even though they don’t 
know yet that they will be doing it.  

Then, from verses 18-20, Jesus repeats this idea 
that what the disciples bind on earth will be bound 
in heaven, and what they loose on earth will be 
loosed in heaven. And he adds weight to this 
thought by saying:  

“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 among them.” 
Matthew 18:19,20 

So what is it that I find difficult… 

First - it’s how easy it is to see this whole passage 
in a negative light. I think, if we’re honest, our first 
reaction to verses 15-18 is to think that it’s more 
about sinners getting kicked out of fellowship than 
it is about the way to keep sinners in fellowship… 
even though there’s no question the goal of this 
whole process.  

It’s stated clearly in verse 15 that the idea is, “to 
regain” your brother or sister. 
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And the underlying assumption is that we want the 
best for each other and would all want to be 
brought back if we’d gone down the wrong path. 

And I would suggest that even the outcome for the 
offender who won’t listen may not be quite as final 
as it sounds. Given Jewish culture at the time and 
the fact Matthew is writing to Jewish audience, 
there’s no doubt that when he says to “…let such a 
one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector,” he 
surely means that this brother or sister will not 
continue in close fellowship; this is a breaking of 
fellowship. 

But we can keep in mind, it’s only a few weeks ago 
that Maryann preached on Matthew 15 where Jesus 
used an encounter with a gentile — the Canaanite 
woman — to teach the disciples the scope of his 
mission.  

And Matthew himself, who writes these words, was 
a tax collector, actually sitting in his tax collection 
booth, when Jesus called him! So even when 
following this process to regain your brother or 
sister hasn’t worked, it’s not the end. There’s 
always a way back. 

Then come verses 18-20. 
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“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 
among them.” 
Matthew 18:18-20 

Verse 18, especially, has caused a lot of 
controversy and confusion. It’s controversial, 
because on the face of it, it looks like Jesus is 
saying, “You guys call the shots.” “Whatever you 
decide, heaven will back you up!” O worse yet, 
“Whatever you decide, God is obligated to back 
you up.” Who’s in; who’s out… up to you!”  

That can’t be right. 

As Richard said two weeks ago, there are pages 
and pages and whole books written about this 
verse, along with the similar one in Matthew 16.  

Much has been made about the grammar. 
Apparently the verb here is a “future periphrastic 
perfect”! And the “will be bound” and "will be 
loosed” might be better translated “will have been 
bound” or “will have been loosed.”  
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But I’m not sure getting out the grammar 
microscope really helps us in this case. I love what 
I read in one commentary: “Scholars have at times 
tried to bleed too much theology out of their 
grammatical conclusions.”  I got a kick out of 
that. :) 

The trouble is these words can and have been 
taken as an indication of power to be wielded. “Will 
be loosed” or “Will have been loosed…” there’s 
likely something in it, but it’s not that much of a 
distinction if we’ve come looking at it through the 
lens of power; and wondering how much power we 
have. Surely that’s not the way to go. 

Instead of a microscope on a few words, we are 
better served here by backing up… taking in the 
bigger picture.  

Let’s look at the whole of this chapter. In the 
beginning of Matthew 18, Jesus teaches the 
disciples to be humble as a little child; he tells 
them all to beware of temptation; he tells of the 
shepherd who leaves 99 sheep to find one who is 
lost. And immediately following today’s reading, 
Jesus tells Peter to forgive, not seven times, but 
seventy times seven.  
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That’s the immediate context of this passage on 
how to deal with someone who has sinned: 
humility, watch out for your own issues, a desire to 
bring back the lost, and forgiveness! 

And as for the welding power, we’re only two 
chapters away from the story of the sons of 
Zebedee, when their mom asked Jesus to give 
them positions of power in his kingdom: 

Jesus called (the disciples) together and said, 
“You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it 
over them, and their high officials exercise 
authority over them. Not so with you. Instead, 
whoever wants to become great among you 
must be your servant, and whoever wants to 
be first must be your slave…” 
Matthew 20:25-27 

Whatever these verses in Matthew 18 are about, it 
cannot be about wielding power, because that’s 
just not how the kingdom of God works. 

Then, backing up to an even bigger picture, it 
became intriguing to me, and then inspiring as I 
grappled with these verses, to see that, while 
they’re not about welding power, they are saying 
something about a powerful relationship between 
God in heaven and God’s people on earth. We are 
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called and drawn into a partnership with God 
where we are the instrument God uses to bring his 
kingdom to life on earth. 

Let’s look again at the verses as a whole:  

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 (on earth) in my name, I am there 
among them.” 
Matthew 18:18-20 

The disciples are being given the confidence that 
when Jesus is physically gone, they will still be able 
to carry on his work. They, and we, are invited into 
a mystical partnership with the Father in heaven… 
not to make claims about what God must do for us 
based on the grammar of a few sentences, and the 
number of people who happen to be together in 
the same place agreeing on something… but an 
invitation to an ongoing partnership where we 
enter in and work with God in his great mission of 
reconciling heaven and earth. 
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Once I started looking for it, the bigger picture of 
“heaven and earth” shows up everywhere. It’s 
always been there, of course, but if you’re like me, 
there are some of these things I’ve heard all my 
life to the point where they’ve blended into the 
background and I don’t really hear them anymore. 
And I’m grateful when God brings them to my 
attention. 

In chapter 6, for example: Matthew records the 
Lord’s prayer; Jesus giving us these words that 
those gathered in His name have repeated through 
the centuries:  

“Your kingdom come. 
Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” 
Matthew 6:10 

“Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the 
heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in 
Christ… he made known to us the mystery of 
his will… to bring unity to all things in heaven 
and on earth under Christ.” 
Ephesians 1:3,9-10 

“Therefore God exalted him to the highest 
place and gave him the name that is above 
every name, that at the name of Jesus every 
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knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and 
under the earth…” 
Philippians 2:9-10 

“The Son is the image of the invisible God, the 
firstborn over all creation. For in him all things 
were created: things in heaven and on earth… 
For God was pleased… through him to reconcile 
to himself all things, whether things on earth 
or things in heaven, by making peace through 
his blood, shed on the cross.” 
Colossians 1:15-16a,19-20 

There are even these words proclaimed by angels 
at Jesus’ birth: 

“Glory to God in the highest heaven, 
    and on earth peace…” 
Luke 2:14 

Over and over, Jesus is the source and cause of the 
reconciliation of earth and heaven… bringing 
people back into fellowship and partnership with 
God; the creation restored to the Creator, and we 
are called to actively take part in that restoration. 

That’s the context for helping a brother or sister 
who, in whatever way, might be heading down the 
wrong path. We’re talking about the reconciliation 
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of heaven and earth here… you don’t want to miss 
that; you want to be part of that. 

There’s always a sense with a sermon in these 
days that we want to make an application to how 
we cope through a pandemic; how do we navigate 
and make a difference in troubled times. I don’t 
want to try to force an application… but I would 
say that it always helps me to be reminded of the 
big picture.  

God will complete God’s work of reconciling heaven 
and earth; and God has called and still calls us, 
amazingly, to partner with him in that task, 
regardless the days we find ourselves in. That 
hasn’t changed and won’t, until the job is done. 

I’ll let Peter have the last word on this. 

He was there when Jesus said these words in 
Matthew 18. Writing many years later, Peter looks 
forward to the completion of God’s great work of 
reconciliation, and even here, it’s tied with an 
encouragement for us to stay true:  

“In keeping with his promise we are looking 
forward to a new heaven and a new earth, 
where righteousness dwells. So then, dear 
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friends, since you are looking forward to this, 
make every effort to be found spotless, 
blameless and at peace with him.” 
2 Peter 3:13,14 

Thank you Peter.  
Thank you Jesus. 
Amen.


