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The passage read from Matthew’s gospel this morning, on face value, looks 

really uninteresting, I would almost say boring!  It is about disagreement 

and how it should be handled. Disagreement and conflict is part of life and 

it is also part of the life of the church. Most of us don’t like conflict; we 

tend to ignore it or avoid it.  There is however one wee gem, one of the 

most famous verses in the bible (v20). We will come to that later. What 

has brought this passage to life for me is what I was doing Monday to 

Thursday of the past week. I was being trained as a mediator by the 

Ministries Council, for the “Place for hope” project (supported by the 

Guild)... Coincidence or providence that this is the lectionary reading for 

today. Conflict and disagreement must have been part of the church even 

in Jesus day. 

At the beginning of Matthew 18 Jesus is saying to his followers what is 

expected of them, in the way they lived out their lives. There are values in 

following Jesus, values that are true about the Kingdom of God that Jesus 

has ushered in. It is not about who is the greatest, it is about humility. It is 

not about power, it is about the way you treat those who have little 

power. In Jewish society, children had no status except the love shown to 

them, and their only power was dependency on their parents.  This 

morning’s baptism is a symbol and sacrament of that love and grace, and 

our dependency on God. It is not about staying with the 99 sheep; it is 

about looking for and bringing home the one who has stayed. Matthew 18 

is about humility, responsibility, compassion and love.  

In 2008 a report went to the General Assembly on congregational conflict 

and one of the things that came out of that report, was a project to set up 

mediators around the country to help prevent and resolve conflict in 

congregational life, called a Place for hope. This report came to the 

Assembly because conflict is common in the church. This something we 

cannot hide our heads in the sand about, many a ministry has been lost to 

it, but it is part of being human. It happened 2000 years ago and here Jesus 

takes a Jewish pattern of dealing with it, and applies it to his early 

followers. 

The starting point is we mess up in our relationships, in the heat of an 

argument there are words we wish we could take back and the spur of the 

moment actions without thought. Relationships begin to unravel, and we 

are not sure how to rectify the situation. However, we still have some 

control over what happens next. This is the difficult bit, the part we are not 

good at but we need to act in a way that takes the situation forward.  

Whether it is in the context of church or family, it is so easy to do nothing, 

and nothing very often ends up condoning the action. Left alone, feelings 

simmer away under the surface and resolution becomes more difficult. 

How many times has the original point of an argument got lost in time and 

we are not going to be the one that gives in!  The starting point is one to 

one and face to face. This is the difficult encounter of challenging the other 

and being challenged. If all goes well, great, but if not, what in this context 

is the church to do next?   

In a formal situation as described here, witnesses are brought, but we can 

bring in others to help, to be a witness to the encounter. To see things 

from a different perspective, to bounce ideas off, be a good listener, just 

having someone else there can take the heat out of a situation or as in 

Place for hope project, people from outside act as mediators.  

 Finally in Jewish law, and this takes us back to the passage, the whole 

community is told, and if the person still does not listen and repent, they 

are treated as an outcast.  It is not that long ago that Kirk Sessions played a 

prominent disciplinary role in the parish, similar to what is being described 

here.  



This is a religious community, but it could be any community or family in 

disagreement. Jesus says rules and authority are still required in the new 

community that we call the church, but what is important is how they are 

applied. The key principle here is not revenge, but forgiveness, seeking to 

bring people back into the life of the community, or the family. 

The second half of the passage is about being in agreement, the writer 

talks about an agreement between heaven and earth. It is like decisions 

being ratified in heaven. This is strange concept to us, but would not have 

been so strange to Jesus listeners.  

What we can agree on is this, in the life of the church, or in any 

relationship, decisions should not be based on personal choice alone, what 

we like or dislike, and let’s be honest, this is one of the greatest reasons for 

any disagreement. We see things through our eyes only. As a church, how 

do we see the will of God as our basis for decision making?  

And so to that famous verse (v20). The two or three were probably the 

earlier witnesses to the conflict and the prayer, well, let’s hope it was a 

prayer for those removed from the community. We are called to gather 

and to pray, as part of the faith community of Jesus Christ, for those 

deemed as ‘excluded’, maybe the ones we class as ‘not like us’. To voice to 

God our thoughts of compassion and love for those we are in 

disagreement with. That is the gospel of ‘love your enemies’. 

Then we can then truly say, God is with us, as he was with Moses, speaking 

to him face to face, to seek the will of God. The cultures are very different, 

the time of Moses, the time of Jesus, but the journey is still the same, to 

seek first the Kingdom of God, and to love our neighbours as we love 

ourselves. Amen. 

 

 


