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October 5, 2019 Florida Hospital Seventh-day Adventist Church 
Matthew 18:15-20 Where Two or Three Gather  by Andy McDonald 
 

Today’s verse we love to misuse is Matthew 18:20. Maybe you’ve quoted it, I know I have.  Certainly 
you’ve heard it quoted. Here it is from the NASB For where two or three have gathered together in my name, 
there I am in their midst. 

I’ve most often heard it quoted, and may have been guilty myself of using it this way.  Sort of like 
spiritual comfort food when the attendance at any church called meeting is really low.  

“Yeah, I realize not many showed up for our time together, but we know that where even two or three 
are gather in Jesus name, he is here with us!” 

Even if people are slothful, neglectful, apathetic to the cause of Christ so only a few are left with the task 
at hand, no worries Jesus has promised that even then he will show up.  So the faithful few are comforted.  

A less frequent misuse is in just the opposite direction.   I think it has been fostered by people who are 
big into numbers.  The rationalization for use of this text in this vein goes something like this: Since Jesus has 
promised to show up and be in the midst of a gathering of just two or three, imagine the magnitude of his 
presence and his power and his engagement with us if we get hundreds or thousands to simultaneously ask for 
something.  Because of the numbers he will come through for us, healing that sick person, providing the money 
for a big project, saving some lost person, making sure we hire the right person, build the building, etc.  

The misuse of this verse isn’t sinister. It may be wise to comfort the tiny committee that Jesus is still 
present.  And it is never a bad thing for more people to pray. But what was Jesus saying originally and  if we 
understood it in that framework, how might it impact our lives today? 

Context matters.  This sign posted on the path to a village of hungry cannibals certainly will be 
understood differently  than if it is posted on the board in an English lesson about the value of commas! 
“I love cooking my family and my pets.” Or “I love cooking, my family, and my pets.”  Just tiny marks called 
commas, seriously alter the contextual meaning.  

For today’s text we must catch the context.  What’s the setting?  What comes before? What follows?  
The 18th  is a fascinating chapter in Matthew’s gospel.  Nestled in this chapter are truths we love to ignore.  
They challenge us, and to be quite blunt, they discomfort us. 

Matthew 18 opens with the disciples’ self-interest.  The question they pose to Jesus isn’t so much 
inquiry as it is searching for self-validation. Their question isn’t really about who but how.  They show their 
cards by the question.  They aren’t looking to meet whoever is greatest they simply want to understand the path 
to being the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.  

Do you remember what Jesus does?  He calls a little child to come and stand among them.  Listen to the 
words of Jesus. “I tell you the truth, unless you change and become like this little child you will never enter the 
kingdom of heaven.  Therefore, whoever humbles theselves like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of 
heaven.” 

This wasn’t what they nor we want hear!  Greatness equated with humility.  The simple non-powerful 
place of a child.  The limited rights of a child.  To be the one directed, taught, to some degree controlled by 
forces beyond themselves. There is a pureness in the simplicity and humility of a child and Jesus matches that 
with true greatness.    A willingness to give up our rights to ourselves. 

Jesus continues in vs. 6: “But if anyone causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would 
be better for him to have a large millstone hung around his neck and to be drowned in the depths of the sea. 

It is here we are confronted with Jesus’ seriousness about sin.  I’m not sure I’ve thought this boldly, this 
clearly from cause to effect about sin.  I’m afraid all of us are a little too easy on ourselves and a little lax on the 
discipline to remove the practice of sin from our lives. And the root of the sin problem is wanting rights to 
ourselves – to be our own god! 

If we come cold to Jesus illustration, it’s shocking how seriously we should address the problem of sin.   
“If your hand or your foot causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away.  It is better for you to enter life 
maimed or crippled than to have two hands or two feet and be thrown into eternal fire. And if your eye causes 
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you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye than to have two eyes 
and be thrown in to the fire of hell.” 

So Jesus starts his teaching in this chapter explaining that becoming like a little child in humility makes 
you great in his kingdom. And don’t be corrupting or causing these little ones to sin. Woe to the world because 
of the things that cause people to sin. As strong woe to the person through whom sin comes.  And then the 
holding up a preference for self-mutilation over sin.  Jesus says sin is so harmful and so bad and so self-
deceiving with such terrible consequences of broken fellowship with God and with each other, that we should 
do anything necessary to separate ourselves from sin.  

So we get it, sin is really, really bad.  And if its so bad that wandering away from God and his will is 
worse than loosing a foot, hand or eye, you’d think that when someone wanders away into sin that we should 
just let them go, don’t risk getting too close to that sinning sinner.  

But Jesus syas, “See that you don’t look down on one of these little ones. They may be sinning in all 
sorts of obvious, or more subtle ways, YOU DON’T LOOK DOWN ON THEM! 

Jesus tells a short 2 vs parable about a man with 100 sheep and one wander’s away. What will he do? 
He’ll leave the 99 with some helpers and he will go look for the one that wandered off?  And when he finds it 
he is happier about that one sheep than about the 99 that did not wander off! 

Why does he use this example?  Why here? Why now?  He explains it: “In the same way  your Father in 
heaven is not willing that any of these little ones should be lost!!! 

One of Jesus’ purposes for coming was to reveal the Father to the world, to us.  I like the reality that our 
Father in heaven, the God of the universe, the holy trinity God of all eternity  “is not willing that any of these 
little ones should be lost.”  That’s who God is.  The God who isn’t vengeful, isn’t looking to catch us outside 
the lines, isn’t vindictive.  Our God, the God Jesus reveals is the God who is not willing that any of his lost 
sheep should be lost.  

Paranoid that God is going to “get” you?  Worried that God is just waiting for you to step out of line so 
he has an excuse to whack you? That’s not who Jesus says he is.  He is the God who is not willing that any 
should be lost. 

For just a moment I want us to skip over the next section of Matthew 18, the section that holds our verse 
for today, and consider what follows, how Jesus ends this time of teaching his disciples.  

Jesus has said sin is serious. Enough to cut off body parts and gouge out eyes if they are allies in leading 
us into sin. We will come back and cover the section where he instructs us how to deal with a brother or a sister 
who sins.  

Following that Peter asked Jesus a serious question and posed an answer.  “How many time shall I 
forgive my brother or sister whey they sin against me?  Up to seven times?” Peter is thinking he’s setting a 
generously high standard. In his culture the perfect number.  Seven second chances seems like more than the 
extra mile.  I imagine Peter is feeling pretty proud of his suggested generosity. And Jesus response was 
shocking and dumbfounding.  

Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy times seven! 
The kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle up accounts. As he began the settling of accounts a 
man who owed him 10,000 talents. In today’s terms several million dollars.  There was no way he could pay so 
the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt.   

The self-deluded servant fell to his knees and begged, “Be patient with me and I will pay back 
everything.”  There was no way he could then or would ever be able to pay it all back.  

The master took pity on him and canceled the debt and let him go. 
Great story.  Wish it could end there. The master cancelled his debt and they all lived happily ever after. But 
that’s not what happened. 

The servant left the master’s chamber and he ran into a guy who owed him like a 100 bucks by 
comparison.  And he grabbed him and began to choke him and demanded, “Pay me back what you owe me.”  
This fellow servant begged for mercy but it was refused him.  The servant had this fellow servant thrown into 
prison until he could pay the debt.   
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Some of those watching went and told the master everything.  He called the servant in and called him 
“You wicked servant, I canceled all that debt of yours because you begged me to. Shouldn’t you have had 
mercy on your fellow servant as I had on you? The master turned him over to the jailers until he should pay 
back all he owed.  

And Jesus said: “This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother 
from your heart.” 

So a quick review. The greatest in God’s kingdom is the one who humbles himself as a child.  Don’t be 
the cause of these little one’s sinning.  People make lots of mistakes but we aren’t to look down on those who 
sin but risk all to go out on the mountainsides and find those who have wandered away.  And regardless of the 
number of times people mess up we are to forgive generously because God has generously forgiven us.  

All of this is the contexts for the passage that contains our misused vs for today. .  William Barclay 
writes, “In many ways this is one of the most difficult passages to interpret in the whole of Matthew’s gospel.  
Its difficulty lies in the undoubted fact that it does not ring true; it does not sound like Jesus; it sounds much 
more like the regulations of an ecclesiastical committee.”  Matt vol 2 p 187 

You heard the verses read by Pierre earlier so we won’t read it again, but this passage, Matthew 18:15-
20 is a terribly neglected teaching to the detriment of the church and it’s witness in the world almost since the 
day Jesus said these words. .  

We have here Matthew’s version of Jesus’ teaching. There were no recordings, not cell phones to 
capture the verbatim words of Jesus. Regardless we have enough here to understand Jesus command. 

The essence is that we must never, as followers of Jesus, never tolerate any situation in which there is a 
breach of personal relationships between ourselves and any other member of the Christian community.  

Jesus knows humanity better than we know ourselves and so he knows that we will both sin against 
others and others will sin against us and so he wants us to know what to do.  

Interestingly the better manuscripts leave out “Against you” and simply say if your brother if your sister 
sins! 

Here’s the protocol, the policy, the plan.  “Go to the one who has sinned and show them their fault just 
between the two of you.” 

Somebody does us wrong, what do we do?  Do we keep it quiet?  Do we talk about it only with the 
person who did the wrong? 

I wish. I wish I always did. And I wish every other follower of Jesus did. What we usually do is try and 
find sympathetic ears with whom to share the offense to us personally or the bad behavior we’ve seen or more 
often just heard about.  We’d never dream of gossiping so we simply tell the story as a prayer request! 

I wonder how much pain and hurt and loss of influence for God’s kingdom could have been avoided 
over the century’s since Jesus gave this teaching had we followed it.   

A one on one.  Perceived hurt might not even be real. What we thought we heard or saw might not be 
the full story.  Or it might be absolutely accurate and with a one on one conversation there might well be 
apologies and forgiveness and healing and only those two need ever know. 

Often when we are wronged we say, “Sure I’ll forgive them just as soon as they come and apologize.”  
Jesus is clear the responsibility is ours. We are called not to stubbornly wait for an apology but go have a 
conversation it may all work out. 

Most of the time we don’t want to go talk face to face. We’d rather write a letter, send and email or text  
a text—NO!!  Jesus knew what he was talking about.  More risk of further misunderstanding with the writing.  
We know that 93 % of communication is non-verbal, stuff like tone of voice, body language. Only 7% is the 
words we choose 

Jesus knows our humanity and that those who’ve done something wrong often, when confronted by one 
other person, no matter how prayerfully and carefully worded we may still face pushback.  Trying to have a 
conversation with someone you believe to have done you wrong can be tough.  So if the one on one doesn’t 
work try taking a couple of spiritually minded people along who are mature, calm, good thinkers to help process 
what happened and the aftermath. 
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Uninvolved disinterested parties may help bring resolution. If not then you tell the church, and if they 
refuse to listen to the church then treat them as you would a pagan or a tax collector! 

Historically too often the church has interpreted Jesus counsel to treat them as a pagan or a tax collector 
to mean treat them as hopeless causes and to shun them.  

But if we look at Jesus’ ministry and teaching he was called a friend of these people.   He said that they 
would be going into his kingdom ahead of the religious leaders.  

Matthew who writes these words had been a tax collector.  Jesus is saying that if they won’t listen then 
you press the restart button and begin again to win them to following Jesus.  You serve them you love them into 
a lifelong friendship with God.  

The whole point is redemption, reconciliation, unity and coming together again. 
The reality, Jesus said, is that how we handle one another when sin has had its way with us has long term 
consequences. What we bind on earth is bound in heaven. These are important eternal issues. 

In this context wrestling through how to restore and heal and enable acceptance forgiveness, or hitting 
the restart button to evangelize the stubborn – we can agree and pray, not for ourselves but for the unrepentant – 
and God will hear and answer. For, where two or three gather in my name, there I am in the midst of them! 

So go gather in 2’s and 3’s and hundreds and thousands, 
Be humble like a little child, and  
Agree that you want reconciliation with God for the sinner and pray it and God will grant it not just once but 70 
X7 and more because of who he is.  

So next time the numbers are pitiful at some gathering and someone consoles the group with Jesus’s 
words that where two or three are gathered in my name there I am in the midst of them, instead of just feeling 
comforted agree together and pray for the reconciliation of someone trapped in sin—and Jesus will be in your 
midst. 
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