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Sermon for the Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost, 
September 10, 2017 
Solemn Mass 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year A, Proper 18: Ezekiel 33:7–11*; Psalm 119:33–40; Romans 12:9–21;  
Matthew 18:15–20 

 
While on a visit to Georgia last month, I had a day to 
do some work on family genealogy. I ended up in the 
county where my mother’s mother was born, Twiggs 
County. It’s in the geographic center of Georgia—a 
very rural area. The original county courthouse 
survived the Civil War, but it burned in 1901. Very, 
very few of its records survived the fire. 
 
I also visited the Cool Springs Primitive Baptist 
Church Cemetery, where my grandmother’s parents 
and many other relatives are buried. When I got home 
yesterday, the first piece of mail I opened was a book 
published in 2009 to commemorate the congregation’s 
bicentennial.1 
 
Primitive Baptists, it turns out, keep pretty careful 
records about membership and church discipline. I 
learned that men and women were equally members of 

                            
1 William J. Carroll and Robert K. Nobles, Jr., Cool Springs Primitive Baptist Church 
History and Cemetery Genealogy Twiggs County Georgia: Bicentennial Commemorative Edition 
1809–2009 (Danville, GA, 2009). 
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the church from its “constitution”—the word they use 
for founding—in 1809. Members refer to each other 
as “Brother” and “Sister”—Brother David, Sister 
Sarah. 
 
The Minute Book for 1809 to 1833 was lost sometime 
in 1833. The new book began in November 1833. In 
April 1834, the first allegation of misconduct appears. 
The congregation’s clerk makes an allegation against 
Sister Mary Clemmons for “disorder in attending the 
church.” She was put on trial and excommunicated.”2 
I’m pretty sure I can find out what “disorder in 
attending church” means because the term was still 
being used in 1939—which seems to be the cut-off 
date for these listings. 
 
The second entry along these lines followed in August 
1834. The congregation heard “a report of a difficulty 
between Brother & Sister Howells.” The entry 
continues, “It being acknowledged by Brother 
Howells, [they appointed] a committee to labor with 
the brother and sister.” A month later, the committee 
reported that a “reconciliation” was achieved.3 

                            
2 Ibid., 30. 
3 Ibid., 31. 
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It could be said correctly that the Cool Springs 
Primitive Baptist Church is living out the words of 
today’s gospel lesson, “If your brother sins against 
you, go and tell him his fault . . . if he refuses to listen 
even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and 
a tax collector.”4 
 
But I want you to hear the three verses that Matthew 
puts just before Matthew’s Jesus says, “If your brother 
sins against you.”5 Jesus said, “What do you think? 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 that went 
astray? And if he finds it, truly, I say to you, he rejoices 
over it more than over the ninety-nine that never went 
astray. So it is not the will of my Father who is in 
heaven that one of these little ones should perish.”6 
 
This isn’t the only place this contradiction occurs in 
Matthew. In the Parable of the Wheat and Weeds, the 
servants of the householder want to pull up the weeds, 
but the householder says, “Let both grow together 
until the harvest; and at harvest time I will tell the 

                            
4 Matthew 18:15–17. 
5 Matthew 18:15. 
6 Matthew 18:12–14. 
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reapers, Gather the weeds first and bind them in 
bundles to be burned, but gather the wheat into my 
barn.”7 
 
In our own time, as New Testament scholar Ulrich 
Luz noted, “church discipline” has devolved to the 
individual. People vote with their feet. He wrote, 
“Either they identify with the church, or they leave 
it.”8 
 
A couple of things. Although a little before this in 
Matthew, Jesus has said to Peter, “You are Peter, and 
on this rock I will build my church,”9 or better, “my 
community.” Jesus didn’t organize an institution. 
Instead, he left behind eleven believing apostles and 
told them to make disciples of everyone. His last 
words to them were, “I am with you always, to the 
close of the age”— or my favorite translation of the 
Greek word here, “the time before time.”10 
 

                            
7 Matthew 13: 24–30. 
8 Ulrich Luz, Matthew 8–20: A Commentary, trans. James E. Crouch, Hermeneia 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2001), 464. 
9 Matthew 16:18. 
10 Matthew 28:20). 
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Today’s gospel lesson continues Matthew’s theme that 
Jesus is “ ‘Emmanuel’ . . . God with us).”11 “Where 
two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in 
the midst of them.”12 
 
Finally, I’m not so sure about “binding” God to do or 
act in a certain way. I just don’t think it works that 
way. God is God, and we human creatures, though 
made in God’s image, are creatures, not gods. 
 
In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and  
   of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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12 Matthew 18:20. 


