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“Checking Your Bags” / Matthew 18:15-20 / Romans 13:8-14  

Matthew 18:15-20: "If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault 
when the two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one.  16 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 witnesses.  17 If the member refuses to listen to them, 
tell it to the church; and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to 
you as a Gentile and a tax collector.  18 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.  19 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.  20 For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them."  

How many are familiar with this passage?  I thought so, even the beginning.  On the other hand, 
this is one of those passage that’s always about the other guy, isn’t it? I realize Jesus is speaking 
to us, and he says, “If another member of the church sins against you…”  But we never think that 
we might be the person doing the sinning!   

And to whom is Jesus referring? Another member of the Christian community – other 
translations read “brother,” meaning a member of the Christian family.  Seems easy enough, 
doesn’t it? I am sure we have all been on both sides of these sorts of encounters.    

Any mixed results? Jesus even suggests that we might have not-so-hot outcomes.  Verse 16 – “If 
you are not listened to…”  Verse 17 – “If the member refuses to listen to them” and even worse, 
“if the offender refuses to listen even to the church…”  If you are the person sinned against, and 
you go to the other person, what might happen?  You may, as Jesus says, “regain that one” 
Worst case?  You are accused of spiritual arrogance, being judgmental, or hypocrisy.    

And what if you are the sinner?  Obviously, this is strictly hypothetical.  Again, the relationship 
may be restored.  Perpetrator that I am, I know all about that.  And what do you suppose is the 
worst case? “Me? What are you talking about!  Of course I did what I did!  Look what you did to 
me!”  And so on…   

And yet, Jesus is telling us to do this! We have just admitted that we have been on both ends, so 
we know it’s going to happen again.  I am about to ask a most difficult question, and I think I 
know the answer – no need to have a show of hands.  How many have regrets that they didn’t 
say something to someone, and that person:  

 

Moved away 

 

Grew up 

 

Lost touch 

 

Died  

You see this all the time – I read of a family in Philadelphia that had not spoken in over 30 years 
At the funeral of one of those involved, the family members told the local paper they couldn’t 
even remember what the fight was about!   
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My friends, this is a most important passage in the life of this great church.  Some of you have 
been living together (church family-wise) for 20, 30, 40, even maybe 50 years! Any differences 
ever come up?  Any differences that haven’t been handled?  Any lack of true Christian 
reconciliation?   

Further, this is not just about checking your bags, getting things settled, before that person moves 
away, or even dies.  Obviously, this is a critical issue.  But more important is the overall health 
of the Body of Christ.  If we are to be healthy, if we are to truly do what God wants us to do, we 
need to be whole.  And, being whole means our relationships are whole.    

Some important points need to be made: First, we are talking about two members in the Body of 
Christ.  Is everyone here a Christian?  Then there should be no problem obeying our Savior’s 
instructions, whether we are the giver or the receiver, the victim or the perpetrator, we will have 
differences, but we must reconcile with one another.     

Second, God has given the church, the Body of Christ, the authority to discipline her members.  
Look at verse 18: 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.  This means that, if the church is operating 
under the authority and power of the Holy Spirit, her actions will be truly in line with Christ.  Of 
course, because of sin, this is no easy task – it’s a miracle.    

And what if these two Christians, who love each other come to an agreement?  Verse 19: 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.  If we ask for reconciliation, a miracle in and of itself, it will be done by 
our Father in heaven!    

For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them."  If we take a look at 
this passage as it stands on its own, we usually think of prayer, or Bible study, or some sort of 
pious activity.  But in the context of Jesus’ earlier words, it ALSO means when we need to 
confront a person who has sinned against us!  Notice also he does not say, “I WILL BE THERE” 
– he says, “I AM THERE.”  

In the same vein, let’s move to the Romans passage, our other lectionary reading for today.    

Romans 13:8-10: Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the one who loves 
another has fulfilled the law.  9 The commandments, "You shall not commit adultery; You shall 
not murder; You shall not steal; You shall not covet"; and any other commandment, are summed 
up in this word, "Love your neighbor as yourself."  10 Love does no wrong to a neighbor; 
therefore, love is the fulfilling of the law.    

First, some context – Paul speaks several times in Romans about debt: 

 

We have a debt to the world to share the gospel (1:14) 

 

We have a debt to the Holy Spirit to live a holy life (8:12ff) 

 

We have a debt to the state to pay our taxes (13:6f)  

 

And here, our debt to love one another   
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Has anyone ever said, I have loved enough, my debt is paid.  Love is the fulfillment of the law!   
Because of Christ, because of what he did for us, symbolized in this Sacrament, we have a debt 
to one another.  Our debt to God has been paid by Christ, but we are obliged, under a debt, to 
love one another.    

Let’s look further: Verses 11-14: Besides this, you know what time it is, how it is now the 
moment for you to wake from sleep. For salvation is nearer to us now than when we became 
believers; 12 the night is far gone, the day is near. Let us then lay aside the works of darkness and 
put on the armor of light;  13 let us live honorably as in the day, not in reveling and drunkenness, 
not in debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarreling and jealousy.  14 Instead, put on the Lord 
Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.  

Some commentators have suggested, perhaps correctly, that Paul was thinking that Christ’s 
return was imminent, so he was telling the Roman church to make sure their bags were checked, 
that they had all their disputes settled before Jesus arrived!  Here we are, 2008, and he hasn’t 
come yet!  Is this passage still relevant for us today?  

Let’s look at it another way:  In this portion of the passage, Paul lays out the eschatological 
foundation for Christian conduct.  Question – what if we knew Christ was coming? Would we 
treat each other differently? What if we knew someone was near death?  Wouldn’t you be sure to 
check your bags?    

I had a colleague in Pittsburgh who graduated from Pittsburgh-Xenia Seminary in 1951, and he 
had a homiletics professor who reminded his students: “What if your sermon is the last sermon 
heard by one of your members?”  This makes our timing somewhat urgent, doesn’t it?  

It is time for us to wake from sleep! Why? Because salvation is closer now than when we first 
believed!  Regardless of Christ’s timing.    

My friends, this passage is as fresh for us today as it was when it was delivered the young church 
at Rome over 1900 years ago.  We are to love one another.  We are to lay aside the works of 
darkness.  We are to put on the armor of light.  Let us live honorably as in the day.    

Anyone out there with any unchecked bags?  

Anyone who might have some differences to settle?   


