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In the name of Jesus, Amen. 
I recently had the chance to visit with a friend from the Seminary that I haven’t seen in a long time. He was in Wisconsin for a family event and reached out, wondering if I had time to meet up. As we drove to where he was staying, I was thinking about what we would talk about. I knew we wouldn’t have long to talk, just a few hours, while taking care of kids as well. When we got there, most of our conversations seemed somewhat random. Maybe you have had a similar experience. One minute we were talking about Bible study, the next we were talking about a memory of eating too many chicken wings at the seminary, the next we were talking about synod politics, followed by a conversation about changing diapers. It was like we were trying to cover as many topics as possible in a short amount of time, jumping on the first thing that crossed our minds.
Sometimes the Gospels can feel a little bit like that. Like the writers are trying to cram in as much as possible, just sort of jumping around to different topics that Jesus covered. At first glance, our reading from chapter 18 seems like Matthew is jumping around a bit. In a certain sense he is, but there is an overarching theme which connects our reading for today, the Church. In our first section, verses 1-6, the disciples approach Jesus and want to understand the power structure of His new kingdom, the Kingdom of Heaven. The Kingdom of Heaven is wherever Jesus is proclaimed as Lord, i.e., the Church. The Church, says Jesus in this section, is made up of those who are not afraid to count themselves as children, meaning those who are willing to humble themselves like a child.
I don’t know if you have ever met a child, but when you do, humble will not be the first word that pops in your head. No offense to the kids here, but they are, for the most part, vain, self-centered, and self-promoting creatures whose natural concern is first of all for themselves. Children are, however, very good at receiving things from someone else. It is a rare child that turns down a gift given from an adult because they are too proud for charity. In comparison, I have met many adults who struggle to receive help or charity. 
Yet, Jesus says that the Church is humble, it receives gladly any gift which is given from its Father. The Church receives those gifts from the hands of the pastors whom she has called specifically for that purpose, whether it be the Sacraments, Absolution, or the Word of God. We, as the church, myself included, are to seek out and accept them graciously and as often as possible. 
In this same section, Jesus urges the Church to be mindful of what it teaches and of what it is taught. If a pastor preaches or teaches false doctrine and leads his Church into sin, he is guilty yes, but the Church which has received it gladly is guilty as well. It’s a two-way street; pastors are to teach and the Church is to learn, so that when a new pastor comes who does not teach the truth, the Church is able to reprove him for leading them away. 
In the next section, verses 7-9, Jesus talks about the life of the Church; it is going to be one of temptation. The Church will surely be tempted to sin; it may even be tempted to sin by those within the Church. This is why Church discipline is a vital part of the life of the Church. If we let sin slide, if we ignore gossip, slander, promiscuity, and especially other public sins, then they will spread. Sin begets sin, like a cancer spreading through the body. Church discipline, such as private or public rebuke and finally excommunication, must happen so that the body of Christ may not be corrupted; it is better to cut off an arm than let the infection spread. 
In verses 10-14, however, Jesus reveals that not even those who have been cut off are simply left to die in their sin. Rather, in the Parable of the Lost Sheep, we see that the Church not only has the duty to root out false doctrine and unrepentant sinners, but it also has the duty to continue to seek those who have been cut off or who have cut themselves off. Often times, people leave this to the pastors, but it is both the Church and her pastors who are to seek the lost sheep. 
Pastors cannot do this alone. In many ways, life as a pastor is a life within but also outside of the congregation. Pastors come and go, you all form friendships, you share life together, and in many ways, you have a better opportunity than your pastors to reach out to the lost sheep and to join in the mission of Christ to seek and save the lost sheep. Our goal shouldn’t be to prop up attendance numbers or the budget, or to prove how faithful or how Christian we are, but instead we do so because we know that a life lived outside of the Church, away from His gifts, is a life which leads to hell, as Jesus says in verse 14. 
The last section in our reading for today, verses 15-20, deals with the everyday life of the Church and the inevitable event of brother sinning against brother, sister against sister. The Church is, by definition, a group of people who are completely forgiven. Having received forgiveness from the pastor through Word and Sacrament, their sins are as far gone from them as the east is from the west. The blood of Jesus spilt on the cross has made them as white as snow, holy and innocent in the eyes of God. 
The Church, however, is also a collection of complete and utter sinners who turn away from Christ and instead turn toward their own sinful desires. Therefore, sin is going to happen. Our text says IF your brother sins against you, but we all know that it is much more of a WHEN your brother sins against you.
Matthew 18 verses 15-20, is some of the clearest Law in the entire Bible. Jesus literally gives us step by step instructions. Yet, over and over again, we fail miserably at following them. It requires us to address the sin of others in a humble way. Our sinful nature absolutely revolts against this idea. When someone sins against us, our gut reaction is never to go to that person one on one. 
We want sympathy from others, we want allies, and we want people to know how badly we have been hurt. We want people to know how bad the other person is and how much of a victim we are. It’s all pride! We want vengeance, we want our pound of flesh, we want to hold something over someone else. If we are honest with ourselves, the last thing we want most of the time is forgiveness and reconciliation. 
Forgiveness isn’t optional, it is the key mark of the Church. Christ shed His blood on the cross so that the Church might receive the forgiveness of sins. Christ has given the Church the Office of the Keys, the power to forgive and withhold the forgiveness of sins, and He expects it to be used. Publicly, the pastor does this, but privately, each and every one of you must use it as well. You must forgive, or you risk falling out of the Church. You must humbly accept the gift of forgiveness that Christ has given to you, and you must give it to others. If a church cannot forgive, then that church is not the Church at all but is instead a bunch of ungrateful hypocrites.
The Church does not consist of buildings or land; it consists of people. Wherever two or more gather in the name of Jesus, wherever pastors are honored and obeyed, wherever the Word is preached, wherever the Sacraments are distributed and received, wherever sinners are baptized and forgiven, that is the Church. The Church isn’t a social club, it isn’t a service organization, it isn’t a self-help group, and it isn’t a group of people gathered to listen to a motivational speaker.
Rather, it is a people and a place where the forgiveness of sins is proclaimed. It is a people and a place where Christ is honored as Lord over all things. It is a people who have been washed clean by the blood of Christ, a people who are dearly loved. The Church is much bigger than Good Shepherd and the Missouri synod; the Church is all those who gather at the feet of Christ in heaven and on earth as humble children, receiving the good gifts of life and salvation through His Word and Sacrament. 
Today, we can’t help but see each other’s sin; we do not see the perfection that God sees. But one day, the dead will be raised, and sin will be no more. On that day, we will see the Church in all her glory. We will see the Church as God sees her, perfect and without blemish.
In the name of Jesus, Amen.
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