
Weekly Readings Study: Proper 18 – Series A

Ezekiel 33:1-9
1 The word of the LORD came to me: 2 “Son of man, speak to your people and say to them, ‘If I 

bring the sword upon a land, and the people of the land take a man from among them, and make him 
their watchman, 3 and if he sees the sword coming upon the land and blows the trumpet and warns the 
people, 4 then if anyone who hears the sound of the trumpet does not take warning, and the sword 
comes and takes him away, his blood shall be upon his own head. 5 He heard the sound of the trumpet 
and did not take warning; his blood shall be upon himself. But if he had taken warning, he would have 
saved his life. 6 But if the watchman sees the sword coming and does not blow the trumpet, so that the 
people are not warned, and the sword comes and takes any one of them, that person is taken away in 
his iniquity, but his blood I will require at the watchman's hand.

7 So you, son of man, I have made a watchman for the house of Israel. Whenever you hear a 
word from my mouth, you shall give them warning from me. 8 If I say to the wicked, O wicked one, you 
shall surely die, and you do not speak to warn the wicked to turn from his way, that wicked person shall
die in his iniquity, but his blood I will require at your hand. 9 But if you warn the wicked to turn from 
his way, and he does not turn from his way, that person shall die in his iniquity, but you will have 
delivered your soul.’”

Context

Time: ~575 B.C., twelve years into the exile

Location: Babylon

Audience: The exiled Israelites

Purpose: To realign Israel’s faith

Because this prophetic word happens so soon after the exile, who specifically would the audience of 
these words be? What does this tell us about the purpose of the prophetic word (is it primarily 
condemning or teaching)?

The word was spoken to the original offenders, the first generation taken into exile. This means that the
word being spoken by Ezekiel is a word of condemnation. Remember, although those who survived the 
exile were a select few of the more faithful Israelites, they still failed and broke the covenant in their 
own ways.

Now, concerning the particular condemnation in these verses, what cause of the Babylonian Exile 
might God be referring to here when he talks about the watchman not warning people? Who was the 
watchman in Jerusalem before the exile? What did that watchman fail to do?

The prophets and other religious leaders (and even just faithful believers), those who were supposed to 
be faithful and lead others in faith. They failed to save others from destruction as they watched their 
friends and neighbors turn to the idolatry of the Assyrians, Moabites, and Elamites and did nothing to 
save them. Instead, they counted those people as not worthy of God’s gifts and ignored them. They did 
not blow the trumpet. Because of this…



God says the blood of the unfaithful will be on the hands of the faithful who did not try to save them. 
What kind of sin is God talking about in these verses?

He is talking about sins of omission. While the people may not have committed any sins against God, 
they did sin against their neighbor by refusing to act when they had the chance.

What is God’s judgment against faithful who fail to warn others when they do what is wrong? (hint: 
verse 9)

The opposite of “delivered your soul”. Those who are faithful but don’t act out that faith are liable to 
lose what comes with that faith: life and salvation. As Jesus puts it in Matthew 16:26, “What will it 
profit a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul?”

Despite attributing the blood of the slain to whether or not the faithful watchman has warned them, 
what does God attribute the death of the slain to?

Their own sin. Death is not a result of anyone else’s mistake, but ultimately sin. While the cause of 
death may vary depending on the choices of others, the fact that they will inevitably die is a result of 
their own sin. Essentially God is saying, “You cannot beat death no matter how faithful you are, but 
you can BE SAVED from death if you are truly faithful (which means words AND deeds).”

God puts a lot of focus on works in these words spoken to the exiles. The context of the chapter helps 
us understand this is because failing to do works is what lead to the downfall of Israel. Lazy and 
complacent faith was scene in how neighbor ignored neighbor, and soon the faithful were the minority, 
and it was partly their fault.

These verses outline the importance of communities of faith. We don’t help others because we like 
them or want to help them, we do it because they need help and so do we. The exile is a clear example 
of humanity’s failure to be strong enough to resist temptation. But God reminds His people why He has
separated them from other nations (i.e. made them holy). When the faithful help one another, they 
cannot be perfect, but they can avoid making sin into a lifestyle. This can only be done when: 1) You 
live in the Word (faith), and 2) you live a unified life with other (works).

Matthew 18:15-20
15 “If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he 

listens to you, you have gained your brother. 16 But if he does not listen, take one or two others along 
with you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two or three witnesses. 17 If he 
refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to 
you as a Gentile and a tax collector. 18 Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in
heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven. 19 Again I say to you, if two of you 
agree on earth about anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. 20 For where 
two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them.”

Context

Time: End of Jesus second year of ministry (before heading towards Jerusalem)

Location: Near Capernaum (near the Sea of Galilee)



Audience: The disciples

Purpose: To teach how the believers ought to treat one another

Chapter 18 opens with the disciples asking Jesus about who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. 
He responds three times before verse 15. The first time he tells them to have faith like a child, and be 
cautious not to lead people with faith like a child astray. The second time he warns them not about 
leading others to sin, but leading themselves to sin. Finally, he tells them a parable about heaven’s 
reaction when those who are lead astray come back to faithfulness.

What claim is Jesus making about the disciples by answering their question this way instead of with a 
straight forward answer?

People can sin, even without knowing it. They can lead others to sin. They can lead themselves to sin. 
They might not even know they’re astray. BUT they can come back.

What does Jesus imply in (verses 15-20) is necessary for the sheep that have gone astray to return?

There needs to be accountability. There has to be some semblance of the Law to turn people from their 
failures and back on the right path.

What is the tool that Jesus says God is using in those cases?

Believers. You. The Law of God turns people to repentance and back to the Gospel, but God uses HIS 
PEOPLE to bring that Law.

What do these verses say will happen if you aren’t the one bringing God’s Law and Gospel to your 
brothers and sisters?

Nothing. It leaves that part out. Why? The disciples did not have any problems with withholding the 
Law. In fact, they often used it over-zealously. Keeping it to themselves was not a lesson they needed, 
unlike the Israelites. It was a lesson they would have to later teach new disciples, but they themselves 
did not have that problem. This lesson was spoken with the mindset that they would be the faithful 
watchman. So although Jesus is teaching the same lesson as Ezekiel 33, he zeroes in on what the 
disciples exactly needed to be reminded of.

The problem the disciples had wasn’t keeping quiet, it was how they went about using the Law (Luke 
9:51-56). Therefore Jesus gave them instructions to address sin properly. What might be the purpose of 
having gradually more and more people confront the sinful believer? Why start low? Why end high?

Starting with just two people makes it a very personal conversation. It tells the other person that you 
care for them, and you want to fix a problem in a way that no one else’s perception of them would 
change. You are not only protect their soul, but their emotions as well. Ending with a multitude of 
people is the opposite. It’s no longer about feelings or perception, but about credibility. If they do not 
believe you, then they need to know it’s not you who is confronting them, but the whole body of faith, 
because their fault is not as much against you as it is their own faith.



With this, Jesus gives the disciples authority to forgive and not forgive people if they do or don’t follow
God’s laws. In the Lutheran church we call this “The Office of the Keys”, and it’s what allows pastors 
to speak absolution to people after they confess.

After this, Jesus says, “Again I say to you, if two of you agree on earth about anything they ask, it will 
be done for them by my Father in heaven.” When was the first time he said this?

One verse beforehand. This verse is specifically referencing Jesus giving the disciples the authority to 
forgive sins. This means verses 18 and 19 are saying the same thing. 

If that is what Jesus is indeed referencing, how do we interpret verse 19? Who is doing the agreeing 
and what are they asking?

The agreeing is in reference to the binding and loosing of sins. Jesus is saying if multiple believers can 
agree that something is wrong or right, then he has given them authority to ask for God’s forgiveness 
or ask that it be withheld. Jesus is stating that one person withholding forgiveness does NOT mean that
someone cannot be forgiven. If other disciples agree that the first’s judgment is un-Biblical, they can 
override them. It’s sort of checks and balances to make sure that the disciples don’t place themselves on
the throne of judgment but are holding each other accountable while they hold each other accountable.

This gives a whole new understanding to verse 20. While it can be taken as a very joyful statement, that
Jesus is with those who gather to confess, confront, pray, and praise together, how else can this verse be
understood in light of its context?

It can also be a bit threatening. Essentially, God has given his disciples authority to use the Law to 
bring one another to repentance, but he also lets them know that they don’t get to interpret that Law 
however they want. Their use of the Law will be tested against how the other faithful use the Law. And 
here is where that lack of threat for not warning others comes into play. Just as the watchman would be
responsible for those he did not warn, so the disciples will be responsible for those they warn 
incorrectly.

In the end, we are left with another picture outlining the importance of community. Where Ezekiel 
showed us how and why we ought to watch over for others, Matthew essentially tells us that we also 
need others to watch over us, especially when it comes to how we use the Law to convict others. 
Ezekiel cautions us to not get lazy or complacent with our use of the Law, Matthew cautions us to not 
be over-zealous in our use of the Law. And the purpose is not only for the well-being of others, but also
the well-being of ourselves. 


