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In Matthew, Jesus gives five sermons.1 The most 
famous is the first and longest, the Sermon on the 
Mount.2 It begins with these words, “Blessed are the 
poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”3 
The second is the Mission Sermon. In it Jesus gives his 
twelve disciples the authority to do what he has been 
doing: casting out unclean spirits and healing the sick.4 
 
The third is called the “Sermon in Parables”—the 
stories of the sower and the seed, the wheat and the 
weeds, the mustard seed and the leaven, the hidden 
treasure and the pearl of great price, the dragnet of 
fish in which, like the wheat and the weeds, the good 
from the bad are sorted, and, finally, Jesus’ words 
about the householder who brings out of his treasure 
both what is new and what is old.5 

                            
1 Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the New Testament (New York: Doubleday, 
1997), 173. 
2 Matthew 5:1–7:27. 
3 Matthew 5:3. 
4 Matthew 10:1–42. 
5 Matthew 13:1–52. 



2 

The fifth sermon is about last things, about the end of 
time. Jesus speaks of the destruction of the temple, of 
wise and foolish virgins, of talents, and the great 
judgment of the sheep and the goats.6 
 
But today we have the last part of the sermon on the 
church, or the sermon on the community: ekklesía is 
the Greek word here, meaning “community,” 
“assembly” or “congregation.”7 The sermon is about 
the humility that characterizes the lives of believers 
and about the relationships of believers to each other. 
This last part that we heard today is about how the 
community handles sin. 
 
A fellow believer is to be forgiven seventy times seven 
times, in other words, always. Yet Jesus’ words that 
follow seem to stand in opposition, not only to what 
Jesus has said about a believer forgiving a fellow 
believer, but also to Jesus’ words earlier in this same 
sermon, “If a man has a hundred sheep, and one of 
them has gone astray, does he not leave the ninety-
nine on the mountains and go in search of the one 

                            
6 Matthew 24:1–25:46. 
7 The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 2ed. (New York: Oxford University Press 
1978), s.v. “Church,” 286–87. 
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that went astray?”8 The servant of the King—or 
slave—the Greek word means both—only had one 
chance to get it right. The “King” in the “kingdom of 
heaven,” in other words, the Lord, does not forgive 
those who stand before him who have not forgiven if 
he or she cannot forgive others. I am reminded that 
Matthew’s Lord God is the one who demands that 
believers “must be perfect, as [their] heavenly Father is 
perfect.”9 The Greek word here is better translated, I 
think, as “complete.”10 But we humans are all 
incomplete in this life. I am reminded also of the 
words in the Letter to the Hebrews, “It is a fearful 
thing to fall into the hands of the living God.”11 
 
And it is also Matthew’s Jesus who says to Pharisees 
who judge him for speaking and eating with sinners, 
quoting the prophet Hosea,12 “Go and learn what this 
means, ‘I desire mercy, and not sacrifice.’ For I came 
not to call the righteous, but sinners.”13 

                            
8 Matthew 18:12. 
9 Matthew 5:48. 
10 Theological Dictionary of New Testament, ed. G. Kittel, trans. and ed. G.W. Bromily 
(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1964–1976), 8:73–77. 
11 Hebrews 10:31. 
12 Hosea 6:6. See A New English Translation of the Septuagint, © 2007 by the International 
Organization for Septuagint and Cognate Studies, Inc. Used by permission of Oxford 
University Press. All Rights Reserved. 
13 Matthew 9:13. 
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I don’t believe you and I, no matter what the Bible 
says, can control the love, the mercy, and the 
forgiveness of God. I’m very aware that human beings 
can become instruments of evil and can be so 
consumed by evil that they are defined by the evil they 
do. I believe in the judgment of evil. I believe that as 
God is great in mercy, he is also great in bringing evil 
to an end, at the right time, in the world to come. 
 
In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the 
Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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