
(23rd Sunday in Ordinary Time) 
Romans 13:8-14; Matthew 18:15-20 
How we deal with our disagreements is as 
important as our unity in Christ. 
Only a cult would require that all of its member 
assent to only one person’s view of a matter. What 
gets tricky for us as Christians is knowing the 
difference between our way of doing things and 
God’s.  
Part of the clue for us as a community of faith is 
God’s consistency. Whatever phase, part or 
section of the timeline of God’s history with God’s 
people, they all seem to be pointing in one 
direction. What’s perhaps most galling is that what 
G o d re q u i re s i s i n f i n i t e l y s i m p l e a n d 
straightforward and very difficult to actually do.  

At the heart of Jesus treatise on conflict is the 
divine urge and instinct toward forgiveness. Even 
in Paul’s letter to the Romans, those things that 
point to selfishness are not in keeping with the 
overwhelming, ancient command towards loving 
neighbor. And the chief expression of this lies in 
how we handle those we believed have wronged 
us. How does our faith, how do we, measure up? 
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Romans 13:8-14 
8 Don't be in debt to anyone, 
except for the obligation to love 
each other. Whoever loves 
another person has fulfilled the 
Law. 9 The commandments, 
Don't commit adultery, don't 
murder, don't steal, don't desire 
what others have, and any other 
commandments, are all 
summed up in one word: You 
must love your neighbor as 
yourself.[a] 10 Love doesn't do 
anything wrong to a neighbor; 
therefore, love is what fulfills the 
Law. 
The day is near 
11 As you do all this, you know 
what time it is. The hour has 
already come for you to wake up 
from your sleep. Now our 
salvation is nearer than when we 
first had faith. 12 The night is 
almost over, and the day is near. 
So let's get rid of the actions that 
belong to the darkness and put 
on the weapons of light. 13 Let's 
behave appropriately as people 
who live in the day, not in 
partying and getting drunk, not 
in sleeping around and obscene 
behavior, not in fighting and 
obsession. 14 Instead, dress 
yourself with the Lord Jesus 
Christ, and don't plan to indulge 
your selfish desires. 

Footnotes: 
Romans 13:9 Exodus 20:13-15; 
Leviticus 19:18 
• How do you feel about the idea 

that you owe love to your brothers 
and sisters (v.8)? 

• As a Pharisee, Paul would be well 
acquainted with the first five books 
of the Old Testament, the 
Pentateuch, otherwise known as 
“the Law” (v.8) 

• There is lot packed into v.9 in 
terms of how to understand God’s 
Law. How would you summarize 
the current rules our church lives 
under? Do they reflect the 
summary in v.9, or something 
else? 

• Paul, in this part of the letter, is 
tying together “waking up” with 
behaving differently, mindfully. 
What in your life needs waking 
up? 

Matthew 18:15-20 
15 "If your brother or sister sins 
against you, go and correct 
them when you are alone 
together. If they listen to you, 
then you've won over your 
brother or sister. 16 But if they 
won't listen, take with you one 
or two others so that every word 
may be established by the 
mouth of two or three 
witnesses.[a] 17 But if they still 
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won't pay attention, report it to 
the church. If they won't pay 
attention even to the church, 
treat them as you would a 
Gentile and tax collector. 18 I 
assure you that whatever you 
fasten on earth will be fastened 
in heaven. And whatever you 
loosen on earth will be 
loosened in heaven. 19 Again I 
assure you that if two of you 
agree on earth about anything 
you ask, then my Father who is 
in heaven will do it for you. 20 
For where two or three are 
gathered in my name, I'm there 
with them." 
Footnotes: 
Matthew 18:16 Deuteronomy 19:15 
• This is a pretty drawn out process 

that Jesus puts forward here. It 
also describes an escalation at 
each step. How would summarize 
the steps and what do you think 
they would look like in our church  
today (vv.15-17)? 

• Where have we heard this 
language before (v.18)? (hint: 
Matthew 16:18-19) What is it that 
Jesus is saying we have the 
authority to do? Do you want this 
power?  

• The context for this passage are 
the bookends of the verses 
preceding our passage and 
coming after them. In the previous 
verses, Jesus conveys God’s 

desire not to lose anyone. In the 
verses that follow, Jesus describes 
the supreme importance of 
forgiveness. How do these 
b o o k e n d s a f f e c t y o u r 
understanding of the passage? 

Reflection on Romans 
passage by Dawn 
Chesser 
https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/
worship/lectionary-calendar/
thirteenth-sunday-after-pentecost4 

Clint Black and Patrick Ewing 
wrote a country song a few 
years back that I think captures 
the sentiment of this text. Black 
and Ewing’s lyrics are about a 
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wedding day and the nature of 
love in a committed 
relationship. The chorus of the 
song contains these lines: “Love 
isn’t just those words we said; 
it’s something that we do.” 
Paul, in his letter to the Romans, 
is talking about love not as a 
feeling, but as an action. Love is 
what we owe our neighbors. 
Love is the fulfillment of the law. 
Love is not doing things in the 
dark that we don’t want others 
to see, but rather putting on the 
honor of light and living 
honorably as in the day. 
There have been periods in my 
own life when I lived part of 
who I am in the dark. I spent a 
number of years in an 
unhealthy and abusive 
relationship. Instead of letting 
people in who could help me 
move into a more positive and 
life-giving situation, I hid the 
truth of my life from everyone, 
even those close to me. I didn’t 
realize at the time that by 
refusing to shine the light of 
truth on my reality, I was 
keeping not only my own life in 
the dark, but that of my 
children’s as well. 
It took me a long time to decide 
to leave that relationship. It was 

hard, because I really didn’t 
believe that divorce could ever 
have a positive outcome for 
children.  I didn’t believe that 
my sons could thrive in a single-
parent home. I didn’t think I 
could do it all by myself. 
I am not advocating for divorce 
here, and I don’t think it is 
always the best solution. 
However, in my own case, I truly 
believe that if I had continued 
to live in a situation that I had to 
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“…We have to 
throw the covers 
off our heads, get 
out of bed and 
walk out into this 
hurting world, 
bearing the light 
that Christ wants 
to bring into it 
through us.” 

—Alan Brehm

WHAT DO YOU THINK?



hide from others, and force my 
children to hide their lives as 
well, it would not have been a 
good thing for any of us. Sure, 
the “law” of our faith tells us we 
should not divorce, even 
though the law of the land 
allows for it. I felt very guilty 
about breaking the covenant I 
had made with my children’s 
father. 
But living in the light means 
living in a way that nothing 
needs to be hidden. That’s what 
Paul means by living 
“honorably.” And Paul doesn’t 
say it, but in my experience, 
living in the light also means 
greater happiness. I don’t know 
about you, but the more what I 
do in my life (my actions) lines 
up with what I believe about 
how people should live, the 
better I feel about everything. It 
really is the secret to being 
happy. It is like moving from 
sleep into being fully awake. 
Love is not a feeling here. It is 
something that we do. It is 
something that builds up 
relationships and communities. 
Love that builds up our 
neighbor is justice. It is a kind of 
love that is good for the planet 
that we share. It is love that 
meets the needs of all rather 

than benefits the greed of only 
a few. Love, when practiced 
rightly in the light of day, does 
not replace the law, but rather 
fulfills it. 
(Chesser’s reflection on the 
Matthew passage is worth 
reading. You can find it at the 
same webpage link.) 
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“It does no good for 
preachers to rehearse 
Jesus’ extreme 
demands while 
congregations sit in 
well-cushioned and 
air-conditioned 
sanctuaries.  Preachers 
must level with our 
congregations.  
Precious few of us lay 
everything on the line 
for the gospel, but 
neither can we ignore 
its call.” 

—Greg Carey

WHAT DO YOU THINK?



Commentary on 
Matthew passage by 
Eric Barreto 
http://www.workingpreacher.org/
preaching.aspx?
commentary_id=2164 

Churches are full of 
troublesome people. 
We are rather expert at spotting 
those rabble rousers around us, 
identifying their destructive 
habits, and condemning the 
ways they seek to destabilize 
our communities. Noticing 
when we are engaged in these 
very same behaviors is another 
story. After all, some of those 
troublesome people are us. 
Two weeks ago, we noted how 
rarely the Gospel writers refer 
to the “church” by explicitly 
using the term ekklesia. Two 
weeks ago, Jesus commended 
Peter’s faith and declared that 
the “church” will be built upon 
that critical moment of faith. In 
our passage, the church is once 
again mentioned, not to 
establish its foundation so 
much as to note the ways in 
which that foundation is so 
easily destabilized by conflict. 
After all, the “church” was not 
born until the resurrection 
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“…The word ἐκκλησίᾳ 
(ek-kle-SEE-ah) was a 
well-known and well-
used word before it 
became a way of 
describing a Christian 
church. It could simply 
mean a community 
gathering, the likes of 
which were far more 
important to the stability 
and peace of 
communities in villages 
and small towns than 
they might be in larger 
metropolitan areas. In 
suburbs, this might take 
the shape of a ‘housing 
association’ meeting, but 
those usually are 
devoted to keeping 
property values intact, 
rather than fostering well 
being among the 
members of the 
community.” 

—Mark Davis

TEXTUAL NOTE



inaugurated its mission in the 
world. The “church” (that is, that 
body of believers bound by 
faith in the crucified and 
resurrected Christ) was a future 
reality for Matthew’s Jesus. In a 
sense, he speaks wisdom to a 
community not yet founded. In 
these two references to the 
“church,” we may see most 
clearly the kinds of concerns 
that drove the composition of 
Matthew’s Gospel. These two 
narratives may describe the 
deepest concerns of Matthew’s 
community, 
concerns so 
important that 
Jesus himself 
addresses them 
directly. 
But this is not the 
only connection 
between these two 
passages. In both, 
Jesus reminds the 
faithful of the great 
power they wield 
as a gift from God 
(see 16:19 and 18:18). The 
Spiderman mythology gets it 
exactly right: with great power 
comes great responsibility. 
At the confluence of 
community and power, Jesus is 
instructing his disciples. 

Community is vital and God’s 
gift to us and the very setting in 
which God will move among us. 
And yet that community, as we 
know too well, has to be 
preserved, protected from 
bitter rancor and pointless 
dissension. 
The guidelines for communal 
discernment and confrontation 
tap into the community’s own 
resources of witness. 
Unresolved conflict ought not 
to happen in a silent corner, 
behind closed doors where 

differences in power can 
overwhelm the weak. Neither 
should they happen through 
whispered rumors where the 
corrosive effect of gossip can 
pervade our lives. 
Instead, you begin with a direct 
addressing of the issue and 
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then a witness to your case, 
someone who presumably sees 
things the same way you do. 
That failing, you move through 
larger circles of involvement in 
the community, eventually 
granting the community the 
duty to expel the offender, to 
treat him or her like a “tax 
collector or Gentile,” that is, as 
an abject outsider to the circle 
of the faithful. 

These are not decisions to be 
taken lightly, for the decision of 
the community at that point 
resonates in the heavens. 
Remember the context in which 
Jesus first tells Peter about the 
power of binding and 
loosening. In that earlier verse 
(16:19), there is a synchronicity 
between heaven and earth, 
between our actions and God’s 
actions. So too here. Expelling 
this individual is not just a 
matter of communal cohesion 
but a matter of life and death. 
With great power comes great 
responsibility. 
Matthew’s Jesus concludes with 
the power of numbers. When 
two siblings in the faith concur 
so does God. Wherever two or 
three gather, there God dwells. 
That is, these communities are 
sacred ground, which is 
precisely why conflict needs to 
be addressed and precisely 
why divisive sisters or brothers 
cannot be allowed to tear God’s 
people apart. How we relate to 
one another in Christian 
community is a concern in 
God’s heart. 
So, is this a good blueprint for 
church conflict today? Must we 
confront one another with these 
prescribed steps and swerve 
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from them only to our 
detriment? Do we in a culture 
with so many choices in 
churches really dwell on the 
power we have to exclude 
some from our midst? After all, 
don’t people leave churches all 
the time for any number of 
reasons and find another place 
to call a spiritual home? Don’t 
churches split for any number 

of reasons? In a culture that 
does not seek out belonging in 
churches, do we still heed this 
call to community, to mutual 
belonging? 
To be clear, this is no mere 
handbook for resolving 
conflicts. Simply following this 
order of confrontation will not 
ensure a result consonant with 
God’s hopes. It is not as simple 

as moving through these steps. 
We know that the mechanics of 
decision-making do not always 
reflect our values. Checking off 
these duties step-by-step will 
not guarantee a decision 
rooted in God’s love for us. This 
process could so easily be co-
opted by selfishness and dislike 
and so many human frailties. 
Instead, what matters here is 

the concern for 
the other and the 
community 
imbedded in 
these steps. 
We ought to 
remember that 
what makes a 
church a church 
is precisely the 
presence of so 
many 
troublesome 
people. That the 

expulsion of the troublemaker 
is a last resort, a human 
condemnation that so easily 
redounds with divine 
implications. That Matthew’s 
Jesus must assume that most 
conflicts will be confronted well 
with step one or step two, never 
requiring the harsh step of 
estrangement. 
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In short, the steps Jesus lays out 
here are not a mere blueprint 
so much as a statement of 
communal values and an 
acknowledgment of both the 
frailty as well as the utter 
necessity of communal 
discernment. Love requires that 
we address the inevitable 
conflicts that will arise among 
us. It is not enough to sweep 
them under the rug and thus 
allow them to fester. 
Unaddressed conflicts can 
render a community unable to 
function as God hopes. But 
neither is rejection our first 
instinct. Separation is not to be 
taken lightly even when it 
proves necessary. 
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Additional Thoughts 
• When someone has wronged 

you what’s the first thing you 
want to do typically? What 
should you do? 

• One of the real, concrete 
features of God’s way of dealing 
with conflict is time. As precious 
as a commodity as that seems 
to be nowadays, we should turn 
our thoughts not to what fights  
are worth our time, but rather 
whether or not people are 
worth our time. And love 
demands a particular answer to 
that last question. 

• Why does God want us giving 
s o m a n y “ c h a n c e s ” t o 
someone? What’s motivating 
God to do this with us? (Hint: 
same thing that should be 
mot ivat ing us out of the 
Romans passage) 

• A farmer and sunbather may be 
praying for different things and 
thereby be in conflict with each 
other without knowing it. How 
do you imagine God resolves 
such questions?  
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