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September 10 – Pentecost +14 

Exodus 12:1-14 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus+12:1-14 

Romans 13:8-14 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+13:8-14 

Matthew 18:15-20 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+18:15-20 

 

Part of our reading from Matthew today is a sentence that we quote widely, “For where 

two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.” But I’m not so sure that we think 

about the context in which this sentence appears. This isn’t something written in one of the 

Pauline letters to a divided community, instead Matthew records this as Jesus’ own words. And 

when we look at this passage, we can well ask if Jesus is talking about rules or relationships?1 

Rules or relationships, this might be the central question from our reading. Is Jesus giving us 

rules to live by or really taking the time to emphasize the importance of relationships? 

And how we answer this question influences our approach to our interactions with one 

another much more than we might have considered. If we think Jesus is giving us rules to live 

by, essentially Jesus would be giving us a little formula for preserving some kind of order in 

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 out2 - this is pretty much what it boils down 

too. What happens, however, if we think this is not just about a convenient formula or set of 

rules? What if Matthew is trying to outline what authentic Christian community looks like? What 

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

brother or sister? And if Matthew’s major concern isn’t settling disputes but rather in creating an 

environment, a setting, where Christ’s presence continues to bring forgiveness, healing, and joy? 

If we were to look at this chapter in its entirety we’ll have a better clue as to the context 

of our selected reading. Immediately before is the parable of the lost sheep and a warning from 

Jesus not to despise or discount children. It kind of highlights God’s delight in gathering back 

those sheep that have strayed, the very ones that seem of little account to most people. The 

verses that follow set a new standard for forgiveness, forgiveness beyond imagination – not just 

forgiving someone 7 times, but 77 times, over and over and over again. And the last part of the 

chapter is the parable of the unforgiving servant – the one whose debt is forgiven but deals 

harshly with those who are indebted to him.  

Perhaps the thrust of all of these stories, is to drive home the point that our ability to 

forgive others is a key determinant in whether we ourselves are forgiven. Forgive us our 

trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us. Forgiveness and relationships can seem 

like such basic fundamental values of Christian community but I’m sure we can all attest to how 

difficult they are. I’m sure we’ve all experienced what happens when forgiveness and 

relationships are not cultivated, and someone simply leaves the community.  

                                                           
1 http://www.davidlose.net/2017/09/pentecost-14-a-christian-community/ 
2 David Lose 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Exodus+12:1-14
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Romans+13:8-14
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+18:15-20
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As simple as forgiveness and relationships might sound, they take work to maintain and 

practice.  And, furthermore, such a community is harder to forge and nurture than even doing it 

ourselves. Because really when we think about it it’s a lot easier to talk about someone behind 

their back than going with a concern and speaking directly to them. Yet that is what we are 

compelled to do.  

And to be sure, some of us are much better at dealing with conflict than others, and 

practicing forgiveness, but to do this altogether as a community can be really difficult, especially 

when our community is made up of smaller communities; when our parish is comprised from 

what used to be several independent congregations. How we worship today might look similar to 

how we’ve worshiped in the past, the liturgy might have gone from the BCP to the BAS, but 

that’s not to say that things have stayed the same.  

I think one of the hardest obstacles to overcome, for progress to occur, is breaking away 

from the familiar from what we know and venturing into the unknown and the unfamiliar. When 

we consider the Israelites under slavery and oppression and Egypt we can understand their 

prayers for deliverance and for someone to lead them out into freedom. But we’re probably 

puzzled by their reactions and responses when their prayers are answered.  

In the desert, the Israelites want so badly to go back to the thing they knew. It didn’t 

matter that it was an awful, deadly thing that stole their freedom and future. They wanted so 

badly to get back to the Nile, to the foods they knew, to the predictable powerlessness, so much 

so that God had to send them through a wilderness maze to ensure they could never find their 

way back to slavery in Egypt (Exodus 13:18).3 

We might think they’re crazy right? How can people who were literally enslaved want to 

return to slavery after tasting freedom? But if we pause, if we stop and consider where we are, 

how much different is our place?  

Maybe not all of us individually, but I think collectively as a community we can 

glamourize the past. We want to go back to the old ways. When we had our own buildings, our 

own minister, our own this and that, and we didn’t have to share resources. And yes, we can still 

see the importance of relationship, of community, perhaps that’s what we miss most. But we 

can’t go back. Our community has changed, and might still change further. What that might look 

like is uncertain, but God always sends leaders to go where people are being called.  

Before I conclude I want us to think about love and our time. Our reading from Romans 

says, “Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who loves another has 

fulfilled the law.” And goes on, “you know what time it is, how it is now the moment for you to 

wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we became believers.”  

Love each other. Wake up. Our time is ending sooner than when we began. Our reading 

might not be so much about reveling and drunkenness for us today or debauchery and 

licentiousness, but what are some of things that prevent us from being a more inclusive, 

welcoming, forgiving community? 

The Israelites were enslaved by places, relationships, and systems and I don’t mean to 

sound overdramatic but I think we are too. At first Egypt was a haven, as we saw, for Joseph’s 

                                                           
3 http://www.workingpreacher.org/preaching.aspx?commentary_id=2178 



3 
 

family. They took refuge in Egypt when a severe famine was going through the area. But when 

they prospered, Egypt became a prison.  

Don’t kill me for saying this, but just listen and consider it….and hopefully we can act on 

it. But I wonder if our buildings which were at times havens, are now the very things holding us 

back from getting out there. I am not saying get rid of the buildings, so if you’re hearing that 

listen closer.  

Romans tells us: Love each other. Wake up. Our time is ending sooner than when we began. 

We need buildings to worship in. Especially when it isn’t summer. But these buildings 

can be our homes, the time of worship doesn’t have to be 9am or 11am on Sunday. Our system, 

our traditions, are so engrained in us that I think we’ve forgotten how to think outside of the box.  

What does this have to do with our readings? We talked about forgiveness and 

relationships. Now love and time. Our time is ending is sooner now than when we began. That’s 

an obvious statement. But I want us to think about what this means in light of the end of our 

gospel reading. 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.” 

We know we came into the world with nothing and we can leave with nothing. But there 

is an exception, kind of. Do you know what that is? Disciples. Why is this here in the middle of 

the other parts of Matthew 18? It’s about community, and the ones that are deemed less worthy 

of being part of the community. The parable of the lost sheep ends, with: “And if he finds it, 

truly I tell you, he rejoices over it more than over the ninety-nine that never went astray. So it is 

not the will of your Father in heaven that one of these little ones should be lost.” How are we 

doing that? How many of us are new here? How is being in this place, at this time, helping us to 

reach the lost sheep?  

There’s plenty to think about and ponder. Authentic community is hard, but it’s also 

powerful, and healing, and a tremendous witness. And it’s a process, perhaps a painful one, 

breaking away from the comfort of the familiar and going where we can’t see where we don’t 

know. But we never go alone. We follow in the steps of the One who goes before us. The 

Israelites didn’t make it to the promised land on their own, but by the guidance of God.  

It took time, it was a process…there was grumbling, lots of complaints, but they endured, 

they persevered. I think it’s human nature to want success without the work. To be an Olympic 

gold medallist without the training, the diet, the routine, the sacrifice. We just want the talent and 

the podium. It’s never that way.  

So for me, what does it mean that “where two or three are gathered in my name, I am 

there among them” it means where people are gathered in Jesus name, in not just a spirit of 

forgiveness and relationship but the presence of it, in the presence of love and time, Jesus is 

there.  

This week, and in the weeks ahead, remember the process, the foundational basics of 

relationship and forgiveness. Until we are the community we aspire to be, the lost sheep will 

continue to be lost. Amen.  


