September 4, 2011

Reconcile with Your Brother
Ezekiel 33: 7-11      Psalm 119:33-40    Romans 12:9-21   Matthew 18: 15-20

Thursday, I took our car to Max Auto Care for an oil change. And since this place is one mile from our condo, I walk home. Well, I was crossing beach Blvd and I reached the median. I took one step past the median and from behind me a van with a trailer went right by me so close that I leaned back. The driver said something to me as he went by and it was not, “good morning” or “Sorry”. I trotted to the other side just as the light turned green on Beach Blvd. I turned around and watched this guy speed on down Beach Blvd. I thought to myself, “you stupid redneck, don’t you know that pedestrians have the right of way”. “Read the drivers’ manual if you can read at all”. Having said this to myself, I immediately remembered Paul’s epistle today. Darn those scriptures for ruining a good and justified sour mood. Paul writes, “ Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another with brotherly affection; outdo one another in showing honor. Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them.” I stood there convicted. Okay, Lord, is this what you mean? I said a quick prayer for that guy’s safety. No one was injured. So I had no right to me angry. I sure wanted to be though. 
Can Paul’s words be applicable to our modern world of barbs and rhetoric? Can they be applicable in today’s litigious society? It’s so easy to feel wronged and slash out at who you feel as injured you. 
We are now reconciled to God by and through the cross. But are we reconciled to our brother or sister or let’s add wife, husband, sons daughter. I some cases, the answer is no. God is concerned about us. Do we love each other or don’t we? Being human relationships can fall into disrepair or neglect. Who have we neglected or pushed away ? If you are answering in the affirmative, Then Matthew gives us a way to reconcile you and your brother, as he put it. This could be anyone. 

Matthew begins this morning’s Gospel reading with words that he heard Jesus say. Jesus is concerned about how we should live together. God, by Jesus’ death on the cross, will forgive our sins. The cross is the great symbol of Jesus’ final victory. By the cross we are finally reconciled with God. For all these centuries since the Fall, we have been separated from God. We sinned against God. And like any good parent, God taught us that actions have consequences. We disobeyed. Therefore we must pay the price. And we know that the price was expulsion from Eden, the perfect world. We now live in an imperfect world. We still live in an imperfect world, but we are no longer estranged from God. We are God’s children, precious in his sight and heirs of His kingdom. That’s the good news. Now what happens?


We live in an imperfect world, as I just said. We know that we are forgiven by God. The question this morning is, do we forgive ourselves or do we forgive those who hurt us? And how do we do this?

Let’s return to the Gospel. The Gospels are a group of books inspired by God, written by men, for the benefit of the church. Theologians have a problem. Here is Matthew talking about the Church. Jesus never preached about an institution called the church. He was not concerned about a nonexistent church. We have a snapshot of time. Jesus probably said the first part of the Gospel, but I think Matthew added the part where he talked about the church. Matthew wrote his Gospel some thirty years after Jesus’ death. The church was established by this time and I think Matthew was writing his Gospel in the light of a church in formation. What happens when church members have a problem? How do they handle it? We are reading a policy statement. 
This is the policy of how to handle a sinful event between you and me. Does this make the Gospel any less Holy? No.  These are still the inspired words of God. The Scriptures front to back are God’s word and I will stand by them and defend them as I hope you all would. So let’s put that issue away. 

First go to whoever has offended you or whoever you have offended. This takes some amount of courage. I have done this, but it took a year to work up to the task.  You make yourself vulnerable to rejection by your act of mercy. In the case that I am thinking about, the other person was in much more spiritual pain than I was. My act of asking forgiveness relieved him of a great burden of guilt. This is what God wants. We need only to love and react. 
So I urge you to search your soul and see if there is anyone who you need to forgive or someone who you feel has hurt you and go to that person. Pray first and through your encounter. For as Jesus said, “He will be in the midst of you and whatever happens.” Relieve your burden, relieve the other person’s burden and live in brotherly love, genuinely and with courage.
