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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 
 I mentioned at the New Member Reception in January that 

during this difficult past year and all of its turmoil in many and 

various ways, I’ve had more members than probably the 12 previous 

years combined confide in me that they have begun to appreciate 

just how much life in the Church is home, and just how much daily 

life depends upon clinging to the divine life that is fed to you here, 

and just how much your fellow parishioners are your true family, 

with a bond much deeper and greater than what a virus can attack or 

political differences can strain or a change in social theories can 

redefine. Truly, the blood of Christ is thicker than the blood of any 

lineage according to the flesh. 

 And this is all wonderful to ponder and it should be a great 

joy to you that you are not the only one who recognizes this, but that 

so many around you share your joy in the unity to be had in Christ 

Jesus.  

 But, we must always be on our guard. For the devil has all the 

time in the world to harass the faithful (he has no need to harass the 

unfaithful; they already reject Christ and live by lies!)… Indeed, the 

devil has a tireless desire to harm the Church. And, where he – 
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despite his diligent effort – has found he cannot harm her with a 

different gospel, nor force her to bend the knee under the weight of 

worldly pressure, he will seek to cause friction and tension and 

division among the members and fracture the family from within. 

 The apostles warned repeatedly about this. Ending their 

letters with exhortations like, “I appeal to you, brothers, to watch 

out for those who cause division and create obstacles contrary to the 

doctrine that you have been taught; avoid them”… and again, “the 

time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but… 

will turn away from listening to the truth and wander off into myths” 

– warnings like those regard matters of internal fracture over 

doctrine (a different gospel), but also included in those epistles are 

warnings about divisions caused by the friction and tension of hurt 

feelings, sinning against one another, forgetting your status as 

brothers and sisters in Christ Jesus. One epistle says almost 

poetically, “Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God, 

and whoever loves has been born of God. He that loves not knows 

not God for God is love.” Another epistle speaks more practically, but 

gets to the heart of the matter: “Let all bitterness and wrath and 

anger and clamor and slander be put away from you, along with all 

malice. Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one 

another, as God in Christ forgave you.”  

 It’s that last phrase – “forgiving one another, as God in Christ 

forgave you” – on which we focus our meditation this season, for 
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(being honest with ourselves) we know that all the instruction and 

guidance of the good and holy Law that teaches us how to love one 

another will, when we sinners fail, will need to double back to the 

call of repentance and the need for forgiveness. Thus, just as pure 

doctrine defends us from false prophets and worldly pressure from 

without, it also defends us from a lack of love from within. 

 So, in these five Wednesdays of Lent, we meditate upon 

Matthew 18; for in this chapter –perhaps with more detail than any 

other – Jesus teaches us how to love one another in the Church 

through repentance and forgiveness, that the devil may never harm 

us from within, even if he buffets the sides of the Church’s ark and 

besieges her mighty fortress from without. 

 We begin with the first four verses of Matthew 18, in which 

the disciples are debating who is the greatest in the kingdom of 

heaven. Let it sink in deeply that this is always the underlying cause 

for mounting tension and friction between fellow members of the 

kingdom. Think on this: Here, whether old or young, male or female, 

black or white, married or single, wealthy or poor, recent convert or 

lifelong member, we equally share in all the riches of heaven, in all 

the benefits of Christ Jesus, in all the glory of our gracious God… and 

yet, our wicked heart sometimes decides that is insufficient for us. In 

our greed, we must individually have more. In our pride, we must 

have the seat nearer the head of the table. In our self-justification, 

we must have the greater personal righteousness and the superiority 
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to judge our fellow Christian, to sin against him, or to delight in 

vengeance or vindication over him. 

 Thus, nearly all friction from within the ranks of the body’s 

members comes from one member thinking himself more worthy 

than another member, with the ability to say “I have no need of 

you,” or “It means nothing to me at all that I sin against you” or to 

say, “I have been patient enough with you,” or to say, “I am more 

useful to the body, more knowledgeable about the body, more 

deserving of the body than are you.” And, recall, that body manifests 

itself during the week in our own Christian homes and relationships… 

so that the members of the family of Christ who dwell under the 

same roof as you do, or who regularly associate with you, those are 

they you tend to harm the most, tend to justify yourself against the 

most, tend to overlook the most as dear brothers and sisters in Christ 

Jesus. 

 And, with such pride fomenting such division, we do not feel 

the need to bring our conflicts to Jesus for reconciliation, but only for 

vindication: “Lord, who is greatest in the kingdom? Say my name 

quickly, that I might have my vindication!” 

 Of course, there’s a subtle truth to the question that at least 

instructs our understanding regarding the kingdom: to ask “who is 

greatest?” implies an understanding that you do not have your own 

personal, individual relationship with Jesus. His kingdom is not a 

kingdom of two – him and you. It’s a kingdom of many! Thus, St John 
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reminds us, that we cannot say “I love God” while having complete 

disregard for our fellow members. We cannot live with “faith in God” 

without also “fervent love toward one another.” 

 Sadly, while we all admit we live among others in the 

kingdom, it’s often the ‘fervent love’ we think is incidental. Instead, 

we proceed, ““Lord, who is greatest in the kingdom? Point out to my 

brother or my sister that it is me and (compared to me) just how 

sinful they are, that they might see how righteous I am and learn to 

acknowledge that I am right, they are wrong!... that I have a reason 

to hold a grudge against them, grow bitter toward them, judge and 

condemn them, become indifferent toward them… if not in your 

eyes, at least in mine.” And, if we’re not careful, we sinners do this 

almost to the point that we have a “virtual” pictorial directory – not 

only the one in glossy paper that names our fellow Christians, but 

also one in our heart that names what we think of our fellow 

Christians… which ones we know and are worth engaging or 

defending, but – if temptation snatches one away whom I do not 

know, or if the evil cancel culture we all shrug off as a political game 

that will eventually quiet, but is really a rigid dogma that seeks to 

silence the good order of God’s Law and the Gospel of Christ Jesus – 

if that evil cancel culture destroys someone in the pictorial directory 

I don’t know all that well and I no longer see them again, oh well. As 

long as there are enough worshippers for me to enjoy gathering or to 

help me provide the offering. 
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 Against all of this, Jesus places a child in the midst of the 

disciples and says, “Truly I say to you, unless you turn and become 

like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever 

humbles himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of 

heaven.”  

 Instead of reading into this presence of a child some ‘divine 

prescription of false humility to lower one’s self as much as possible 

in order to be exalted by others as much as possible’, we ought 

instead understand these words to be baptismal language: “Let the 

little children come unto me and do not forbid them, for of such is 

the kingdom of heaven.” Isn’t that what we hear at each infant’s 

baptism? – the promise that though they be unworthy, though they 

be unable to ‘make their decision,’ though they be helpless in and of 

themselves, God in Christ makes them the richest of heirs and, 

adopting them into his family and having bestowed upon them all 

the treasures of the kingdom, He ascribes to them much worth, 

much value, and shows them much love… because he sees them 

wrapped in the merit of Christ Jesus. 

 This, too, is how you ought look upon each and every fellow 

member. No matter how rich or poor, how old or young, how 

extroverted or introverted, how easy to get along with or how 

awkward to befriend. Nevertheless, that one is a baptized child of 

God – and that defines everything you ought think of him, everything 

about how you ‘define’ him. That baptismal identity is primary in and 
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essential to understanding what comes next in Matthew 18 (and, 

thus, this Lenten season), the corporate life of repentance and 

forgiveness, and your love for your brother in Christ. 

 That identity of baptism ought mean everything to you, for it 

means everything for you… just as it means everything for your 

neighbor. To be a baptized child of God is to be covered by Christ, to 

be defended by Jesus, a child of the cross and beneficiary of the 

Crucified. To be a baptized child of God means I have the right to the 

riches of heaven: the Word’s holy Law and precious Gospel, prayer 

to be heard by God, patience and truth in the call to repentance, 

absolution for the penitent, the feast of the Supper. And if you have 

that right in the treasures of baptism, so does your fellow Christian! 

They, too, have the rights and privileges of the adoption of sons… 

and that should always define your relationship with them. 

 If Jesus was long-patient with, compassionate toward, and 

willing to lay down his life, even willing to share his reputation with 

the one who is in the pew next to you, then are you not to treat that 

one with the same patience and compassion and sympathy? Are you 

not to go beyond merely regarding him or her, but rather cherish 

and delight in the precious gem that is his faith, and thus safeguard 

and protect her as a dear lamb of God and child of the heavenly 

Father? 

 And, yes, that safeguarding includes the call to repentance; it 

includes not letting the fellow Christian dive headlong into sin or not 



  8 

                                                                   8 

ignoring his absence from the gifts of Christ for the baptized. But, 

that awareness of them, that call to repentance sometimes needed 

toward them – it’s not a malicious, judgmental attention… but a 

loving concern and attention. It’s one that says, “Dear brother, you 

are a baptized beloved of God. And, as you are cherished as such, as 

you are so precious to Christ and to His Church that you were bought 

with his blood and born into the membership of this heavenly 

household, then I will also understand of you that you are always the 

devil’s target. What a trophy he would have if he could tempt you 

away from Christ. What a mantle-piece he would have if he could 

showcase as a “mounted catch” the one who had been known as the 

greatest in the kingdom of heaven, this dear child of God!” 

Indeed, friends, as you sit in the pews, as you stand in line for 

your donuts, as you take part in the week’s daily life together and as 

you come to the Table of the Lord together, how should you regard 

and care for and see one another? No less than what the pastor is 

charged to see in the Church: St Paul says, “We (the pastors) regard 

no one according to the flesh...If anyone is in Christ, he is a new 

creation.” And that one in the new creation – covered and defined 

by the perfect merit of Christ Jesus and his righteousness – that one 

(by his baptismal mark) bears the name of Christ Jesus, and thus is to 

be seen as the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. Greatest not as 

“mighty” or “self-sustaining” or “immovable” or “invincible”, but as 

“precious” and “beloved” and “cherished” and one I may even pray 
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for, regard, go the extra mile for, repent to or call to repent, and yes, 

even be patient with. 

As the devil attacks with false doctrine, buffets the walls of 

the Church with social pressure… and all these burdens weigh heavily 

on the shoulders of our dear fellow Christians, we ought see them as 

children… children being attacked by a merciless enemy, who has no 

sympathy for their vulnerability, but seeks to devour them all the 

more because they are the easier one to catch, the weakest of the 

bunch, the slowest and trailing behind the fleeing flock. 

But as fellow sheep, cared for by the Good Shepherd who 

laid down his life for us, we will not leave one behind nor allow one 

die for or be disregard by that Church, that very same Church by 

whose former unbelief and lack of fervent love Christ was already 

once disregarded and for whom He once died. In his perfect love, we 

pray that our imperfect love will be conformed; and by his perfect 

unity with us, we rejoice that our imperfect bonds with one another 

will be reconciled, upheld, and made one – one in peace and unity, 

perfect and whole and undefiled in and by Christ Jesus. 

  
In the Name of the Father 

And of the Son 
And of the Holy Spirit. 

+ AMEN + 
 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
February 24, 2021 


