
 1

Is It Enough To Be “Right?” 

Matthew 18:15-20 

Trinity Lutheran – Kearney, Missouri 

September 6, 2020 – Fourteenth Sunday After Pentecost 

† † † † † † † 

In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of the 

Holy Spirit. Amen. At one time or another, we’ve found 

ourselves in situations where we were convinced that we 

were right and everyone else concerned was dead wrong. 

But, we’ve also been in situations where circumstances 

forced us to conclude that we weren’t in the right after all. 

When you’re faced with such a dilemma are you reluctant 

to back down even though you know you ought to? Or do 

you rather puff yourself up and parade around like a ban-

dy rooster as if everyone in the world is wrong except you 

– even when you know in your heart of hearts that it isn’t 

true? 

Well, if your actions are at times – shall we say – 

somewhat less than noble, at least you’re in good compa-

ny, because there isn’t a one of us who hasn’t acted this 

way at one time or another. So, the question isn’t why you 

sometimes behave inappropriately – we already know that 

our sin-driven self-centeredness is what causes such be-

havior – the real question is: Are you going to be coura-

geous enough when such behavior has been pointed out  

that you can admit your guilt? That’s the issue today’s 

Gospel is laying before you  – not only how you ought to 

tactfully and Biblically approach a fellow believer with 

your concern over some sin they might have committed – 

but also how you ought to respond if you are the one who 

is being confronted. 

Under inspiration of the Holy Spirit, St. Matthew here 

records our Lord’s admonition that if a fellow Christian 

sins against you, you are to go to that person privately 

and show them their fault – just between the two of you. 

Some have thought this text gives them carte blanche to 

point out the sins of others whenever it suits their fancy – 

but that’s certainly not the case. What our Lord is saying 

here is that you are to do this only if your brother sins 

against you – or in a way that it affects you or the Church 

at large. In other words, such a sin might be something 

which damages you, your relationship with that person, or 

their faith relationship with Christ. When you see such 

behavior, Jesus says, you have a God-given obligation to 

share your concern with that person. And why is that? So 

that reconciliation and forgiveness can take place – so that 

the brotherly, sisterly affection we have for one another in 

Christ won’t end up be displaced by anger, disillusion-

ment, or animosity. 

Reading on, our Lord continues: “if that person listens 

to you will have ‘won him over.’” In applying this to 

yourself we might also add that sometimes you need to be 

listening too. You might well have misunderstood or mis-

read that other person – and you might well be the one 

who is in the wrong. The point of our Lord’s instruction is 

that when you find yourself in this kind of a situation you 

should do everything in your power to come to a mutually 

reconciliatory understanding with your brother. Or, put-

ting it another way, it’s not necessarily your duty to de-

termine who’s “right” or “wrong,” but rather – according 

to the clear teaching of Scripture – to expose whatever sin 

might be causing the problem – and then to take that sin 

to the foot of our Savior’s cross where it can be forgiven 

and forgotten – so that real peace might once again reign. 

But, suppose no reconciliation takes place – what 

then? Jesus next says you should bring someone along 

with you – and there are a couple of very good reasons for 

doing that. For instance, in a situation of obvious sin – 

such as when someone is openly living in an adulterous 

relationship and refuses to repent of it, even after the sin’s 

been clearly pointed out – the Pastor and elders might 

have no choice but to admonish that person for their sinful 

behavior. In that case the extra “witnesses” could estab-

lish the facts – make the persons involved aware that their 

behavior is sinful – and remind them that it’s not only of-

fensive to the Church and the community – but, even 

more importantly, that it’s an offense to God. 

If the situation is only one of personal misunderstand-

ing, then bringing along those extra “witnesses” might 

simply be as “disinterested third parties” who can bring 

the others who are involved closer together – who can 

encourage both sides to reach a God-pleasing solution – 

who can direct and guide the discussion so that true peace 

might be achieved. Ultimately however, the overriding 

principle in every situation is that the blood of Jesus 

Christ be applied to the open wounds in our relationships 

with one another – and with God – so that the fellowship 

we have in Christ might continue to the joy and edifying 

of all God’s people. 

But, when all else fails, our Lord teaches that the 

Church needs to be brought in. Of course, that would ap-

ply only when there’s been a sin which affects not only 

the parties involved, but also the Church. It might be as 

“serious” as that couple who were snubbing their noses at 

God by living openly in an adulterous relationship – or it 

might be as “minor” as a person who was spreading gos-

sip about others and refusing to repent and cease from 
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such behavior. And while some might – and have – indig-

nantly claimed that the Church is only to be in the busi-

ness of preaching and teaching – and that She has no right 

to get involved in the lives of Her people – I’m here to 

remind you that God’s Word has something else to say 

about this. 

In the first place, the Church is the Vehicle through 

which God’s people function as the Body of Christ on 

earth. Our behavior as members of the Church – that is, 

our external words and deeds – will almost always be seen 

by those outside the Church as the Church’s proclamation 

and position. Secondly, the Church has been charged by 

our Lord with the duty of faithfully watching over the 

souls whom God has entrusted to Her care. We know 

from God’s Word that unbelief is the one damnable sin. 

It’s the only sin that cannot be forgiven. If you die in un-

belief, then it’s too late to save you. So, what is the 

Church to do when She finds one of her own engaging in 

behavior that might lead them – or others – into unbelief? 

Should the Church simply ignore such behavior, or should 

She act on it? Clearly, She should – and must – act! 

The problem, then, isn’t whether or not the Church 

ought to be “meddling” in the private affairs of Her mem-

bers – but, rather, ought the Church be concerned when 

the faith of one of those for whom Christ died is clearly 

and unarguably being placed in jeopardy? Again, the 

Scriptures are clear. The Church has been given charge 

over all of God’s sheep – those who are already part of 

the flock – those who have wandered away from the flock 

– and those who aren’t yet part of the flock. The Church 

has a solemn responsibility to bring Her people to a 

knowledge of their sins so that the soothing balm of 

Christ’s full and free forgiveness can thus be applied to 

them – so that by reason of their sins they might not be 

eternally lost. 

This then, is deadly serious business, and because of 

its seriousness, our Lord gives us yet one more instruc-

tion. He says that if even the intercession of the Church 

cannot bring about repentance of the heart, then that per-

son is to be told they are no longer part of the Church – 

that they should no longer consider themselves to be 

Christian – and that they either be excommunicated or 

placed under discipline – meaning they are to be barred 

from receiving the Sacrament. Now if that sounds harsh, it 

is! But, does God punish us solely for the sake of the pun-

ishment itself? By no means! Such punishment is nothing 

more than a “last-ditch” effort to bring sinners to their 

knees before the foot of the cross of Christ so that repent-

ance and forgiveness might abound. The goal of excom-

munication and Church discipline is not punishment, but 

reconciliation – not damnation, but salvation. Hopefully, 

when such a person finally reaches that point they will be 

able to realize how their behavior has been jeopardizing 

their salvation. 

But there’s one other facet to Church discipline – and 

that’s the understanding that others will also witness it. As 

others watch this process, hopefully they’ll not only begin 

to understand how sin is something God and His Church 

takes very seriously – but even more importantly, that for-

giveness is something God and His Church are willing to 

apply liberally to all who repent. If your brother repents of 

his sin, then you and I – both individually, and as the 

Church – have no right not to extend God’s forgiveness to 

them. We have no right – even if we are the ones who 

have been wronged – to feel we’re better than someone 

else because we didn’t happen to be “wrong” at that par-

ticular moment. And were it not for God’s grace in Christ, 

dear friends, not a one of us would be able to stand before 

God’s terrible throne of judgment – or withstand His in-

dignation over our many sins. Forgiveness is something 

God takes very seriously, and so should we. 

As Lutherans we believe God works through means. In 

other words, God uses the Scriptures and His Sacraments 

– Baptism, Absolution, and the Lord’s Supper – to build 

up and strengthen His Church – as through these simple, 

ordinary things God freely distributes the forgiveness of 

sins and eternal life to all whom He has called to be His 

own. The Church as a whole – and you and I as individual 

members of it – are the means through which the words of 

Scripture are delivered – and through which the Sacra-

ments are administered. This is a serious responsibility – 

and one we ought to pursue with great earnestness. 

Whenever two or more of God’s people are gathered in 

Christ’s name, His promise is that He is there among them 

with His gifts. And to be gathered together in the name of 

Jesus means to be gathered together for the purpose of 

accomplishing God’s good, gracious, and holy will among 

us. And His will, dear friends, is that His unconditional 

forgiveness be applied to all who desire it through faith in 

Jesus Christ. Whenever two or more of God’s people are 

gathered in Christ’s name, the proclamation and admin-

istration of Christ’s forgiveness, peace, and mercy are to 

be their one and only goal. So, when you and I gather to-

gether in Christ’s name here in this place with this as our 

purpose, you may be sure that our gracious giver-God will 

grant these things to us for Jesus’ sake – and that His 

peace and forgiveness will rule, reign, and sustain you 

throughout your journey from this life into the next. 

Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all under-

standing, will keep your hearts and minds in that one true 

faith in Christ Jesus, unto life everlasting. Amen. 

 


