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Matthew 18:15-20

Blockage!
To understand this text we must begin in the preceding chapter with Mathew 17:22.

As they were gathering in Galilee, Jesus said to them, ‘The Son of Man is going to be betrayed into human hands, and they will kill him, and on the third day he will be raised.’  And they were greatly distressed.

For the second time Jesus tells them what is going to happen to him and it makes all the disciples very upset.  It’s not what they want to hear.  His vision seems to be moving them in a direction different than their own.  

And to make it even more difficult, he has just told them that he will not die of natural causes.  No!  Human hands will kill him!  He is on “death row”, a condemned man, as good as dead already; not a glorious warrior leading a successful insurrection.  His plan and their plan seem to be at cross purposes and it unnerves them.  How should they respond?  What would you do if you were them?

They don’t hear the part about the resurrection.  They can’t.  That will remain foreign to them until it has happened and they see it.  It is beyond their capacity to imagine.  Only later will they remember that he said this and it came true.

The text then moves to a strange story where Jesus tells his disciples to go out and catch a fish and in the fishes mouth they will find a gold coin that they are to take to the temple to pay the temple tax.  They are to do this so as to not give offense to the people at the temple who expect everyone to pay this tax.  There is way more to this story then we have time to develop but already we can see that it has something to do with the issue of offense to others.
Strangely, the next set of verses has the disciples asking Jesus who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  Jesus has just announced that he is going to be murdered and they want to know who is going to be the top guy in this new government they think Jesus is going to put in place.  It makes no sense.  They seem to have totally ignored the content of Jesus’ statement.  It appears that they have dealt with their own distress by ignoring what Jesus has said.  Maybe if we don’t listen he hasn’t said it.  Do you see how they are giving offense to Jesus?  They are throwing a stumbling block in front of Jesus and hoping he will trip.  They want Jesus to follow them not they follow Jesus.  

How will Jesus respond?  What will Jesus do next?   Jesus calls a child and puts the child in the middle of their group.  He then says, “Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.  Whoever becomes humble like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.”  Jesus sets an innocent and open child among them and says if they want to be great they have to become like this child.  They must be willing to follow Jesus with the openness, receptivity and trust of a child who is encountering the world for the first time.  Greatness is acquired through following in a trusting spirit.  This is precisely what the disciples have just shown Jesus that they are not willing to do.  They want Jesus to follow them.  They are rivals to Jesus and think they have a better idea.  
Jesus now turns dark as he thinks about the consequences of innocent and open children following the disciples lead rather than his.  An innocent and open child has no capacity to determine who is a good model to follow and who is not.  They will imitate whoever is before them.  They have no choice.  It is what children do.  With this in mind Jesus warns those who wish to lead against taking them to places where they will stumble.   Don’t set them up by modeling behavior that they will naturally imitate that will later hurt them.  This is exactly what the disciples are doing.  They want to lead and their leading will take all toward violence, destruction and the world’s way.  

Jesus can resist the sabotage of the disciples who want him to go in their direction but these little ones cannot.  The disciples think they know what they are doing in their desire to lead an insurrection that will free the land of the Romans and all oppression but Jesus knows that they are deluded and their plan will only bring destruction.  Their eyes do not see and their hands and legs move them toward actions that will only bring greater suffering.  The consequences are so dire that Jesus says it would be better they be given cement shoes and dropped in the Willamette River.  
If the disciples lead, many of the little ones will be lost.  They will become collateral damage.  This is why in the next section Jesus says, “Take care that you do not despise one of these little ones; for, I tell you, in heaven their angels continually see the face of my Father in heaven.”  The little ones have value and God values each one.  This is why Jesus tells the story now of the shepherd who leaves the ninety-nine sheep and searches for the one.  God does not want any to be lost.  
Finally we are ready to tackle the passage that is our Gospel lection.  “If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone.”  In Matthew’s unfolding story, who has sinned against whom?  The disciples have sinned against Jesus by refusing to follow him and instead trying to get Jesus to follow them.  They have not forgiven Jesus for trying to take them in a direction they do not wish to go.  They are doing everything they can to block Jesus.  They think his vision for what he must do is in error and they have a better vision.  What do you do in the Christian community when things like this happen?
Jesus says you start by going to those who wish to block you, who don’t understand the direction of your discipleship, and you explain yourself to them.  You explain how you see the death and resurrection of Jesus impacting the world.  You do this in a private conversation so that the other will have maximum opportunity to change their position and work it out with you without loosing face, facing embarrassment, or making it into a bigger deal than it needs to be.  
When we take into account this bigger context, we discover Jesus telling us how he will approach working things out with his disciples who do not understand him and who are trying to block him from doing what he believes God wants him to do.  Their sin is their unwillingness to following Jesus.  This is the fault that must be pointed out and worked through.

Back to the text, “If the member listens to you, you have regained that one.”  Things get worked out and we are all on the same page.  The disciples now understand why Jesus must die and be raised and they cease blocking him and go with it.  Does that happen?  Not really.  We go to the next step.

“But if you are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witness.”  It starts getting complicated now and slander and misrepresentation become dangers to be guarded against.  The other, who continues to be blocked toward you, can take your words and twist them so that they appear to say things quite different than what you said.  Having two or three others in on the conversation provides a safeguard against twisting and both parties to the dispute know it.
Assuming the blockage continues the next step is to take it to the whole group and talk over how the whole group can respond in a manner most likely to restore relationship.  If even that fails, “let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.”  This phrase is not talking about cut-off or shunning.  It is not saying, you either agree with us or we will exclude you.  There is no exclusion in Jesus-driven Christianity.  Jesus is saying that like gentiles and tax collectors, the one blocking doesn’t understand forgiveness.   They just haven’t gotten there yet and that is too bad but we let them go.  We unbind them and let them loose.

And then Jesus says, “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.”  What ever you can’t forgive holds on to you and that holding on is permanent and has far reaching consequences.  But when you forgive, that forgiveness loosens you and such loosening also has far reaching consequences.  So when someone has blocked you, like the disciples tried to block Jesus, let it go.  Don’t hold it against them.  Move on.
For, “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.”  This whole thing got started when the disciples wouldn’t agree with Jesus and worked to block him.  But if you can agree, so that there is no rivalry between you, then God can do for you anything that you ask him for then God is in your midst.  God can be present when rivalry is absent.  Or as Jesus himself said, “For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”   Amen.
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