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Scripture: Matthew 18:21-35 

 

 Matthew was the only gospel writer who referred to the church, the ecclesia, the 

gathering of the people. In this chapter Jesus equated the church to the kingdom of heaven and 

that the members of the church should avoid creating “stumbling blocks” within the community 

to foster the heaven’s peace. 

 Jesus urged compassion and illustrated its application through forgiveness, which Candy 

addressed last week. He expanded the illustration in this parable of the master and the slave. 

 This parable illustrated two dimensions of forgiveness, the vertical, that between God and 

us, and the horizontal, that between each of us. When the first slave asked the master for patience 

with the promise to pay back what he owed, the master, treated him with compassion, forgave 

him, and released him from his debt. That’s the vertical relationship. When we acknowledge our 

own sinfulness, God forgives us even when our debt is impossibly large. The first slave, 

however, showed no compassion when he approached the second slave who owed him 

considerably less than what he owed his master. Though the second slave used virtually the same 

words as the first slave used with the master, the first slave offered no compassion. 

 Forgiveness can be conditional or unconditional. The master forgave the first slave 

unconditionally. However, by seeking debt payment first, the first slave predicated forgiveness 

conditionally.  

 The parable told us to pattern our lives as a congregation according to the ways of God. 

Thus, a stumbling block was a congregation without compassion. A congregation short on 

compassion can’t be the kingdom of heaven. 



 The parable, by telling us to forgive unconditionally, implicitly told us that we inevitably 

will sin, including sinning against each other. Sinning, however, was not what Jesus emphasized. 

Rather, the emphasis was upon how we respond to move past the sin in order to preserve the 

kingdom of heaven. If we respond poorly, we risk splitting the congregation. 

 For Jesus and for Paul, unity, even in the presence of disagreements, was vital for the 

church to survive. Paul addressed this in 1 Corinthians 8 when he referred to disputes over food 

sacrificed to idols. He urged the members of the Corinthian church to put aside their 

disagreements over sacred and profane food to maintain solidarity and thus, maintain their 

church. 

 Divisions in the church weaken it. Jesus said as much after Pharisees questioned him 

after he exorcised the blind and mute man’s demons. Jesus said, “Every kingdom divided against 

itself is laid waste, and no city or house divided against itself will stand.” (Mat. 12:25b) 

 Divisions are not disagreements. We will always have disagreements in the way we see 

issues, especially issues close to our hearts, like the church. The critical question lies in the way 

we resolve our disagreements. Compassion enables us to disagree without division. 

 I have a soft spot in my heart for you from 15 years ago. When I read your profile, the 

depth of your conflict crushed it. Conflict to that degree can tear apart a church. 

 I sensed the disputes came over the direction of the church. Disagreements are, ironically, 

a sign of good health in a congregation because they demonstrate that its members are passionate 

about their church. When those disagreements, however, become rancorous, they become a 

liability and even destructive. 



 We will soon embark on a pastoral search. The clearer the vision for Southampton’s 

future and ministry, the more likely the search committee will identify a pastor who will be a 

good fit to lead you into the future you envision. 

 But what if you don’t share that vision? What if you can’t see yourself as being part of 

this congregation as it moves into its future?  

 The inevitable disagreements must be handled with compassion. Listen with open hearts 

by paying attention to the issue underneath the story. Speak, not to convince someone to take a 

different position, but to acknowledge the concern in question. And then, reflect and pray. What 

did you hear in your conversation? Was there something you didn’t realize? Are you being 

reasonable in your own position? Ask, “If it is not my way or not your way, what is the middle 

way?” 

 I’ll be frank. When a congregation makes a dramatic change, some may not embrace it 

and choose to leave. Those who leave, should leave feeling good about the congregation and 

their contributions to its ministry. They should also leave with the blessings and prayers of those 

who stay, especially prayers that God will continue to love them and care for them and that they 

will find a place where they can grow their ministries with their spiritual gifts.  

 Finally, remember. None of this is our church. It’s God’s church, the kingdom of heaven. 
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