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OT Reading

“14  I am the LORD your God, and I command you not to make fun of the deaf or to
cause a blind person to stumble.   15  Be fair, no matter who is on trial—don't favour
either the poor or the rich.   16  Don't be a gossip, but never hesitate to speak up in
court, especially if your testimony can save someone's life.   17  Don't hold grudges.
On the other hand, it's wrong not to correct someone who needs correcting.   18
Stop being angry and don't try to take revenge. I am the LORD, and I command you
to love others as much as you love yourself” (Leviticus 19:14-18 [CEV]).

NT Readings

“5 And whoever welcomes in my name one  who becomes as this  child welcomes
me.   6  If  anyone causes  one of  these little  ones—those who believe in  me—to
stumble, it would be better for them to have a large millstone hung around their
neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea.  10  See that you do not despise
one of these little ones. For I tell you that their angels in heaven always see the face
of my Father in heaven. 12  What do you think? If a man owns a hundred sheep, and
one of them wanders away, will he not leave the ninety-nine on the hills and go to
look for the one that wandered off?   13  And if he finds it, I tell you the truth, he is
happier about that one sheep than about the ninety-nine that did not wander off.
14  In the same way your Father in heaven is not willing that any of these little ones
should be lost.
"15  If your brother or sister sins, go and point out their fault, just between the two
of you. If they listen to you, you have gained your brother or sister” (Matthew 18:14,
15 [adapted from the NIV]).

“1 Do not rebuke an older man harshly, but exhort him as if he were your father.
Treat younger men as brothers,   2 older women as mothers, and younger women as
sisters, with absolute purity.” (1 Timothy 5:1, 2 [NIV]).

Introduction

You can’t choose your family.  Some would love a family.  Some don’t even know
who their mother or father are.  Some would like to swap out a brother or sister for
others.  Some only appreciate their family only when they leave.  

Matthew 18 is all about being family.  It is about the Church as an alternate family.



The church carries the message of Paul, “You also are among those who are called to
belong –  to  belong  to  Jesus  Christ”  (Romans  1:6).   In  that  spirit,  we  say  here,
“Welcome home,”  meaning “Welcome to  God’s  Alternate  Family.”   Jesus Christ’s
complete work on the Cross has made a way for us to receive a new birth, through
repentance and faith, into His new family.  We become a child of God by adoption,
on the merits of Jesus Christ, so that we may belong to a Heavenly Father, and live
eternally in Him and for Him.

Now every  family  needs  maintenance.   The  dreaded “M” word  for  me is  home
maintenance.   But  besides painting,  fixing,  cleaning and sorting,  the family itself
needs work.  Marriages need to be worked on.  Relationships between parents and
children need careful maintenance.  And brother and sisters need to be care-full
with each other.

The same applies to the local church.  Studies show that you have healthy, growing
churches, and you also have sick and declining churches.  The local church is like a
Body that needs to be looked after carefully.  If it is sick, it needs to be healed.  The
church’s  best  medical  check  is  the  monthly  Communion  Service.   There  we
deliberately take time to check ourselves out.  Are we contributing to the health of
the Body or are we poisoning it.

This importance of maintaining what is living reminds me of a lemon tree which
looked in a sorry state when we moved into our home three years ago.  But instead
of pulling it out, I decided to give it a chance to recover.  By the end of winter some
new shoots had grown up and produced a few leaves.  But I was astonished after a
while that the leaves had been destroyed by something.   During the next year I
began to watch it more closely, and began to see that there were bugs, diseases and
caterpillars which were so hard on the little plant that it was battling to survive.  So I
began not only to water it but also get vicious with its predators.  

I am happy to say that as of today there are a dozen lemons bending the branches of
this little tree.  It needed to be carefully tended.  Fragile living things need to be
tended and handled with care.  The church family is fragile, and needs good loving
care by all who are a part of it.

A study has shown that if relationships are loving, a church will be healthy and will
possibly be able to grow on its own.  If a church is lacking in love, the church may be
sick, and may very well be in danger of declining.  Look at some of the questions that
test a church’s relationships:

If the following tests are answered with a strong yes, the church family is doing well:



There is a lot of joy and laughter in our church

When someone in our church does a good job, I tell them

I share with various people in our church about my spiritual journey

Here is an oversimplified graph that shows that
where  everyone  wants  the  church  to  be  like
Jesus wants it, it takes on a strong and healthy
quality, and is more likely to grow than a church
where people do not take the concerns of Jesus
Christ seriously:
If the following tests are answered with a strong
no, the church is in trouble, and has a lot of work to do, as a whole spiritual family:

If I have a disagreement with a member of our church I will go to them in order to resolve it

‘People in our church with bitterness towards others’ is a matter taken seriously, and dealt with

Matthew chapter 18 is teaching how to maintain good family relations.  He teaches
positively:   
*  Be as humble as a little child     (vv1-4)
*  Welcome them, for by doing so you are welcoming me (v5)
*  Don’t cause them to stumble  (vv 6 – 9)
*  Don’t despise any one of them    ( v 10)
*  If anyone strays, find & bring them home again  (vv12-14)
*  If one sins against you, try earnestly to restore them  (vv15-17)
*  Forgive as often as is needed (vv21-35)

We can see immediately that we don’t get our
model  from  the  way  social  media  and  some
news channels deal with issues.  The church has
the answer,  for  the world to  follow.   Let’s  get
into it.

1. The church is a family because you have a Heavenly Father
“Your Father in Heaven” (18:14)
“Your Father” occurs 15 times in Matthew’s Gospel.  The full term is “Your Father in
Heaven”.  In verse 10 Jesus talks about “My Father.”  “See that you do not despise
one of these little ones. For I tell you that their angels in heaven always see the face
of my Father in heaven.” (v10).  
But in verse 14 He is clear that this same father is “Your Father”.  “Your Father in
heaven is not willing that any of these little ones should perish” (v15).



By faith in Jesus Christ, we are born again into God’s family.  When He takes hold of
us, and delivers us out of the kingdom of darkness, He brings us into the Kingdom of
His Son, and the Spirit that enabled Jesus to say, “Abba, Father” when He was on
earth enables you and me to give the same cry, “Abba, Father” (Galatians 4:6).  This
new birth does not see death, for it is an eternal family – “Both the one who makes
people holy and those who are made holy are of the same family. So Jesus is not
ashamed to call them brothers and sisters” (Hebrews 2:11)
So the saying is true, “Born twice – die once”; “Born once – die twice”.
The Church has been made a family by the work of Jesus Christ, who enables us by
His power to know God as Heavenly Father.

2. Your Heavenly Father calls them your brothers and sisters
“Your brother” (vv15-20; 21-35).
In a way it is right to translate the expression “you have gained your brother” as
“you have gained your brother or sister.”  But in an important sense, the term “your”
in “your brother or sister” here is a special term.  It means to treat with a sense of
responsibility to God about how you relate to your brother or sister.  

When  Cain  killed  his  brother  Abel,  God  confronted  him  with  this  expression  of
responsibility,  “The  LORD said  to  Cain,  ‘Where  is  your  brother?’”  (Genesis  4:9).
Obviously  God  knew  where  Abel  was.   But  he  was
confronting Cain with the responsibility Cain had to God
for how he treated His brother.”

We call this a mediated relationship.  We are accountable
to our Heavenly Father for how we treat our brothers and
sisters.

3. The Father makes a caring, winning home
“Your Father in heaven is  not willing that any of these little ones should perish”
(v14); “You have gained your brother” (v15).
The English translation that goes, “You have won him” seems to convey the idea of
winning an argument.  “You have won” – but it’s not about that at all.  What is this
winning back about?

Back to Cain.  When Cain became angry that Abel’s sacrifice was accepted and his
was not, he started to resent Abel, and to have it in for Abel – to take out his growing
bitterness on Abel, and to make life unpleasant for him.

What was happening?  There were two main areas involved here, and two more



were to become clear by the time Cain had killed his brother.  The first was that Cain
was mad at God.  Secondly, he immediately was in a fight against himself.  He had
no  peace,  and  his  heart  was  growing  darker  with
bitterness.

At  this  stage,  God did  a  Matthew 18 on Cain.   He
questioned Cain to think through what he faced with
God and with himself.  But Cain would not reconcile
with God.  As a result, a third problem took over from which Cain would not be able
to recover – bitterness hardened into hate of his brother.

Then he killed his brother.  He vented his hate  against Abel.  “Why did he murder
him? Because his own actions were evil and his brother's were righteous” (1 John
3:12).

The forth direction of Cain’s sin was against Creation.  His hate and sin defiled the
ground.   Our sins  defile the Cosmos.   As a result,  God said that  He would turn
Creation against Cain so that it would not yield to him the reward of daily bread, and
he would be a restless wanderer.  This is the rebellion of Creation against the person
who sins  against  God,  against  himself,  then against  his  brother  or  sister,  and by
consequence against Creation.

Now we should  be able  to  see that  when Jesus  directs  us  to  win  or  gain  our
brother or sister it  is  to share in God’s work of saving a soul  in all  four  of the
directions  that we have looked at.   This is what gaining back or winning back is
about:  Our task is firstly to help the person who sinned against us find their peace
with God, because it is God against whom they have sinned (cf. Psalm 51:4).

Once  the  offender  has  recovered  peace  with  God  through  Jesus  Christ,  then
hopefully  the offender  can be led  to  peace with the one sinned against.  Through
that  reconciliation,  prayer can be made that the God will bless the person in the
work of their hands in Creation.

When a person comes back to God in that way, Heaven rejoices.  Jesus likens it to a
shepherd who loves his sheep and is absolutely delighted when the sheep is found
and is brought back home to the fold.  

Do we  have a joy-aimed drive in our hearts like that?  Do  love one another like
that?  When we receive and know how much we are loved, and how Heaven has
rejoiced over our own homecoming through Jesus Christ, we might begin to burn
with that love towards those who sin against us.

So how do we seek to win or gain a brother or sister?



4. How the Father wins and gains, through us
“Go and point out their fault, just between the two of you” (v15); “There am I in the
midst of them” (v20)

Jesus  shows  how  to  do  the  work  of
peace.

(1) “Between  that  person  and  you
alone” (v15);
(2) If  not  won,  take  2  others  –  not
just those who are on your side, but
those  who  have  peace  in  all  4
directions of their lives, and who desire all 4 directions in the life of the one who
sinned (v16);
(3) If not won, take the matter to the church (v17);
(4) Jesus adds, “And if they refuse to listen even to the church, treat them as you
would a pagan or a tax collector” (v17b).  This action is like treating a person who
has turned their back on God, possibly someone for whom the very ground may
resist efforts for daily bread – i.e. someone whom the Lord will hopefully pursue in
saving ways through the hard knocks of life (v17).

>  The joy of the won brother or sister – the love of the one – the delight of each! Let
us think on these things so that can truly be home again, health-giving and a blessing
to family life.

May we look to the Lord that he may give us His love for His family in our own
hearts, that we may know the joy of bringing His dearly loved home again!

Amen.

------ ------
Disclaimer
As usual, with all preaching, the reader or listener is expected to take what is said and written with
a critical attitude that weighs the message up for its worth; to take what is good and discard what
is not worth holding on to.  The Scriptures are interpreted into a message that is given with the
best intent to build up and to encourage.  Each person is to apply themselves to come prayerfully
and thoughtfully to their own opinions, agreements and disagreements about what is shared.  As
they do so it is hoped that they might grow in their own way, become more familiar with the Bible,
enjoy  good  discussion  with  others,  and  direct  their  hearts  towards  God,  to  find  their  own
relationship with Him, and to follow His way for the benefit of others, and to seek out with others
how best to live and do His good work in the world.


