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Pentecost 14A – Matthew 18: 15-20 

 I’m sure that most, if not all of you here this morning would agree with me when I say 

that life is full of surprises.  I can’t count how many times I have been surprised with something 

in the course of my life.  Some of the surprises have been ones that I would have rather not 

received and some surprises have been awesome ones…..and I’m sure it’s been the same way for 

you.  Sometimes surprises are things that happen to you or to someone you know and sometimes 

surprises are things that you see or encounter.        

 Like for instance something that I saw while I was with a friend doing some fishing.  I 

can’t remember the name of the lake but I do know that it was in the Nopiming Provincial Park.  

If you’re thinking right now, “I sure hope the pastor doesn’t tell us some tall fishing tale” then 

you will be happy to know that I won’t.  Although I do have a few of those if you would like to 

hear about them some time.  My friend and I were out in a boat and we were trolling around 

trying to find where the fish were when we happened upon a strange sight.     

 There in the lake, not close to shore, but way out in the lake was an old dead tree.  It was 

tilted at about a 45 degree angle and it was sticking out of the water about three or four feet.  On 

top of this old dead tree was a spruce tree of some sort.  A spruce seed had somehow become 

attached to the old tree stump and amazingly it found enough nutrients to start growing.  It was 

about two feet or so high and I imagine that it would never get very big, but there, way out in 

that lake, grew a spruce tree.  I can’t remember how many fish we caught that day, but I certainly 

remember that tree.            

 Yes, life is full of surprises.  And do you also know where many surprises are to be 

found?.....in the Bible.  More specifically, the Bible is loaded with surprising grace and mercy.  

Grace, you might recall, is when we receive that which we do not deserve…..like Jesus taking 
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away all of our sins for us.  Even though we have all sinned and fall short of the glory of God we 

receive salvation from a loving and gracious savior…..that is grace.  But, as wonderful as grace 

is, today I want to focus on mercy.  Mercy is when we do not receive what we do deserve.  It is 

when we deserve to be punished in some way for our poor behavior, but in the end, we are happy 

to find out that the punishment doesn’t come.  Like in one of those movies where the person is 

sitting on the electric chair…..they are moments away from having their life end when all of a 

sudden the phone rings and the governor pardons the prisoner…..that’s mercy.    

 In today’s gospel reading there is more of that surprising mercy ready to be discovered.  

But in order to find it we have to look carefully because it can easily be covered up with other 

things.  Today’s gospel reading contains some very wise and practical advice on how to settle a 

dispute.  When someone sins against you, we are told that the best way to handle it is to go to 

that person and try to resolve it face to face rather than gossiping about it behind the person’s 

back.  If the person listens to you as a result of the face to face meeting, then all is well.   

 But if the person does not listen to you then we are told that you should take one or two 

others along with you when you talk to that person so that they can act as witnesses.  If the 

person who sinned against you listens as result of this meeting, then all is well.  If the person 

refuses to listen to you or to the other people then tell the problem to the church…..and if the 

offender refuses to listen even to the church, then “let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax 

collector.”              

 Many times in life people lose jobs, they are cast away by loved ones and they are even 

thrown out of clubs, organizations and churches because of something that they did that was 

perceived to be wrong.  The offended person or persons deems the offenders behavior to be so 

bad that they are cast away from their home, their job, their relationship, or even their 
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church…..no mercy to be found here.  But that’s the way the world mostly works doesn’t it?  If 

we misbehave we are then subject to receive the consequences.  And actually this kind of thing is 

needed.  We can’t have people running around stealing from others without any consequences at 

all.  There is still stealing…..there is still murder and all kinds of crime, but can you imagine a 

world where there were no consequences at all?  It would be much, much worse that it is right 

now.              

 Even Martin Luther discussed the need for law and order.  In Luther’s civil use of the law 

he discusses how God’s laws serve all humanity by restraining sin, setting moral and ethical 

boundaries for humans in society.  This use of the law allows humans to enjoy a limited measure 

of order and justice in this life.  But when these laws are broken there are consequences that must 

be met.  And this brings us back to our gospel reading for today where we hear about some wise 

and practical ways to settle disputes.          

 It is easy to see the law in this reading.  It is easy to see the wrong that was committed.  It 

is easy to get stuck in the, who is right and who is wrong mentality, that so often comes with any 

dispute.  In the midst of doing the right thing and attempting to reconcile we can so easily do it 

for the wrong reasons.  We attempt to settle disputes in order to prove that I was right and you 

were wrong…..so that I can be lifted up and so that I can say in the end, “hah, I told you so!”  

We settle disputes so that we can be declared to be higher on the list of sinners than others.  We 

settle disputes to finally declare who is in and who is out.  When we attempt to reconcile for the 

wrong reasons it is easy to miss the surprising mercy of God.       

 There is surprising mercy in today’s gospel reading, it is just not very obvious to us most 

of the time.  It’s like going for a round of golf and getting so wrapped up in the score and your 

own personal performance that you fail to see the beauty of the day and the manicured golf 
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course you are standing on.  It’s like rushing through your day with your head filled with all the 

things you have to do and missing out on the blessings that the day offers you.  In order to find 

the surprising mercy of God in this reading we first have to wade through all of the law and the 

ways that the law makes us think.          

 In today’s reading there is an offender…..somebody has done something wrong.  And 

after a face to face visit with the offender, a visit with one or two witnesses and a meeting with 

the whole church the offender still doesn’t listen, then we are told to let such a one be to you as a 

Gentile and a tax collector.  And there it is…..there is the surprising mercy of God.  Even after 

several failed attempts at reconciling we are to treat the offender with compassion, kindness and 

forgiveness…..the same way that Jesus dealt with Gentiles and tax collectors.   

 Some might say….. “well hold on there for a second…..are you saying that we can 

remain unrepentant and still get away with it?  Are you saying that we can do whatever we want 

because God will still forgive us?”  My answer to both of these questions is no.  In no way is 

Jesus condoning evil or malicious behavior here.  The message here in this reading is to prevent 

the overuse of punishment.  Where the world tends to want to punish every wrong doer the 

church is asked to look at it through the eyes of compassion.      

 Yes, offences are to be confronted, but only in a spirit of gentleness.  Even when dealing 

with the stubbornly unrepentant, we must demonstrate that we are ready to show mercy…..that 

we are willing to be patient and extend forgiveness.  Why?  Because that is how God has always 

dealt with Gentiles and tax collectors.  Because that is how God has dealt with us.  We ourselves 

have been humbled by God’s forgiving love and mercy, therefore we as the church, should try 

our best to do the same.  When we do this we are declaring to the world that God’s surprising 

mercy is very much alive…..we are showing the world what God’s surprising mercy looks like.  
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 Through you and I God’s surprising mercy can stand out just like a tree that grows from a 

stump in the middle of a lake.  People around us will take notice and wonder how such a thing 

can possibly be…..how something like this can possibly happen…..and God’s mercy will live 

on.  This surprising mercy is for others to be demonstrated through you, but please never forget 

that it is also for you…..for just as that tree clings firmly to that stump so shall God’s love and 

mercy ever be…..refusing to never let you go.  Thanks be to God.  Amen.   

  

  

  

  


