
17 If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the ekklesia; and if he refuses to listen even to the ekklesia, let 
him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.

This is now the third step in the process of seeking to restore someone who has sinned. Having failed to ad-
mit his sin in light of the clear evidence provided by the individual who has approached him in private, he has 
now, before two or three additional witnesses, refused to accept responsibility for his sin, repent of it, and mend 
his ways. The final step, then, is to make the matter public, which provides two important things: 1) an even 
stronger voice to the one sinning in hopes that he will repent and be restored, and 2) a warning to the community 
as a whole of the possible dangers presented by someone who refuses to turn from his sinful ways.

It should be emphasized once again that the scenario presented by Yeshua in this text is one in which the 
transgression of the person being approached is undisputed. That is, there is clear and sufficient evidence of his 
sin, so much so that he cannot deny it. This is what is meant by “not hearing” the rebuke in the first and second 
visits. If in the initial approach the person denies having sinned, and there is no clear evidence that he has sinned,
then the matter must be dropped. So the situation envisioned by Yeshua here is of a person who is clearly guilty 
of a transgression but refuses to repent of it and make restitution for whatever damages his transgression has 
caused.

If he refuses to listen to them – “Refuses to listen” translates a single word in the Greek: παρακούω (parak-
ouõ), based upon the root ἀκούω (akouõ, “to hear”) but with the prepositional prefix παρά (para), which adds a 
negative aspect to the word. Parakouõ can mean to “over hear” or “listen in” on someone else’s conversation, 
but it can also mean “to ignore,” “to pay no attention to what is being said.” (BDAG, παρακούω) The word is 
found only three times in the Apostolic Scriptures, twice in our text, and once in Mk 5:36 (where it means “to 
overhear”). It is found seven times in the Lxx (1Esdr 4:11; Esth 3:3, 8; 4:14; 7:4; Tob 3:4; Is 65:12), always con-
veying the meaning “to hear without heeding.” The clear meaning in our text is that in spite of the fact that the 
person’s sin is made evident beyond dispute, he refuses to heed the call to repent and make restitution.

If the person being rebuked refuses to heed the rebuke this second time, then the matter must be told “to the 
ekklesia,” that is, what has been essentially a private matter up to this point now is made known to the local as-
sembly of believers in which he is a member. How is this to be done? Who makes the sorrowful announcement? 
Though the present text does not give procedural details, it seems certain that after refusing to respond appropri-
ately to the first and second approaches, the matter is given over to the leaders of the assembly (elders/overseers)
who then must make the matter known to the community as a whole. The initial purpose in making the matter 
known publicly is for the many voices of the unified community to make one final appeal. Once again, the 
restoration of the erring brother is the primary goal. The authority established by two or three in the second ap-
proach is now strengthened by the voice of the whole assembly.

and if he refuses to listen even to the ekklesia – The language is emphatic and stresses the fact that ignoring 
the unified voice of the whole assembly in the matter proves beyond doubt the unrepentant heart of the indi-
vidual. As such, the genuineness of his faith is gravely suspect. Someone of true faith would be willing to act in 
humility, receive the rebuke, and repent of the known sin. Failure to do so does not ultimately prove that the indi-
vidual’s faith is spurious, but it raises the strong suspicion that it is. Only subsequent repentance, seeking for-
giveness, and a willingness to make restitution would be able to restore the individual as a member of the be-
lieving community.

Note that this is the last and final appeal. If he refuses to listen to the ekklesia, there is no higher authority. 
This reminds us that in the believing communities of the Apostolic era, the local assembly with its leaders was 
established in its own authority without the requirement to appeal to higher ecclesiastical authorities. Only after 
the emergence of the Christian Church in the post-destruction era were councils of bishops set in place and given
authority over multiple local assemblies. 

let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. – The pronoun “you” is singular (σοί, soi). But in the con-
text, it is clear that the whole assembly is now involved in the matter. So the singular cannot mean that the unre-
pentant person is treated as a Gentile and a tax collector only by the person who initially confronted him. Rather, 
the emphasis of the singular pronoun is that each and every individual member of the ekklesia must be willing to 
abide by the corporate judgment in the hope that excommunication from the assembly will effect repentance and 
restoration of the one who has sinned. For being excluded from the community would bring shame to one who 
truly desired the fellowship of believers, and such shame might lead to repentance. Note 2Thess 3:14–15:
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If anyone does not obey our instruction in this letter, take special note of that person and do not associate 
with him, so that he will be put to shame. Yet do not regard him as an enemy, but admonish him as a 
brother.

To treat someone like a “Gentile” (ὁ έθνικός, ho ethnikos, “foreigner”) means to treat that person as an unbe-
liever. The fact that the article is used in the Greek (“the Gentile”) indicates that ethnikos is used in a generic 
sense meaning “pagan” or even “polytheist, idolator,” someone who lacks true faith in God and His Messiah, 
Yeshua. The community to which Matthew wrote, though most probably dominated by Jewish members, un-
doubtedly included non-Jews as well. The use of ethnikos in this context, then, reminds us that among the 
Yeshua-believing communities, non-Jewish believers were viewed as having crossed a boundary line from 
paganism to Judaism, that is, from idolatry to the worship of the one true God. To treat someone as an ethnikos, 
then, would be to mark that person out as having no place within the ekklesia of Yeshua.

A “tax collector” (ὁ τελώνης, ho telõnes) is also used generically (having the definite article). The tax collec-
tion system in 1st Century Rome involved “tax farmers” and “tax collectors.” Tax farmers

were constantly visible and clearly made a living from commissions. To stop people on the road and de-
mand a portion of their goods certainly appeared to be institutionalized robbery, and the only apparent 
beneficiary was the tax farmer himself. Although the commission system was regulated, the power of the 
assessor to determine the value of some goods encouraged dishonesty. (T. E. Schmidt, “Jewish Taxation” 
in Evans, Porter, eds., Dictionary of New Testament Backgrounds (IVP, 2000; p. 1165)

Tax collectors were scorned not only because their position gave them power to be dishonest for personal gain, 
but even more because of their camaraderie with the Roman officials. They were looked upon as corroborating 
with the enemy and therefore as traitors to the nation of Israel. As such, the title telõnes is linked with other 
derogatory terms such as “sinners” (Matt 9:10f) and “prostitutes” (Matt 21:31). 

Taken together, “pagan (ethnikos) and tax collector (telõnes)” presents a description of someone who is dis-
honest, disloyal, self-serving, and untrustworthy. The one who has sinned and is unwilling to repent of the sin 
and turn from it has shown himself to be a snare rather than a help to the community at large. He must therefore 
be excluded from the community for several reasons:

 1)  to uphold the glory of God and the headship of Messiah – The ekklesia, as the body of the Messiah, is to re-
flect His person and thus His righteousness. This means that the members of the assembly must strive to be 
holy as He is holy. Allowing someone to continue in their open sin without consequence would be to put into
question the very righteousness of the One the ekklesia confesses to worship and obey.

2) to guard the members of the assembly from the influence of one who is living contrary to God’s command-
ments. This is the primary point of Paul in 1Cor 5, where he writes that the Corinthian assembly must not al-
low immoral people to remain in the community. One of the reasons he gives is that “a little leaven leavens 
the whole lump” (v. 6). Elsewhere Paul writes, “Bad company corrupts good morals” (1Cor 15:33).

3) to impress upon the one who has sinned the gravity of his transgression in hopes that the shame of being ex-
cluded will be used of God to grant him repentance and thus restoration to the assembly.

One can imagine that in the ancient world, and particularly in the 1st Century CE when the Jewish communi-
ty survived only as they supported each other, that such stringent measures as excommunication would have 
been taken very seriously. Such exclusion would have had dire social and probably economic consequences. Un-
fortunately, in our times, the “teeth” that such a judicial action once had are mostly missing. Not only is there a 
very low regard for the value of community (at least in affluent countries like the USA) but one who stubbornly 
refuses to repent may reason to himself that there are many other “options” when it comes to being part of a con-
gregation. Excommunicated from one assembly, he merely joins another, and that without any consequence. But 
as is often the case, he causes the same disruption in the newly joined congregation as he did in the one from 
which he was dismissed. In the dismal state of the fractured ekklesia of our day, the hope of achieving restoration
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of the erring brother by applying the pressure of exclusion is greatly undermined by his being welcomed with 
open arms by any number of other local congregations. 

Yet excommunication of the unrepentant sinner does achieve the first two purposes listed above. And while it
is egregious that restoration is often unattainable, guarding the reputation of Yeshua and the spiritual welfare of 
the assembly should be sufficient impetus to carry out the commands of Yeshua given in our text regardless of 
how difficult it might be to do so. In the end, the assembly that takes our Lord’s instructions seriously will bene-
fit greatly.

18 Truly I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven; and whatever you 
loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.

Apart from the opening “Truly I say to you” ( ἀµὴν λέγω ὑµῖν), this verse is essentially a verbatim repeat of 
Yeshua’s words in 16:19. The shift from the singulars in 16:18 to the plurals in this verse are done to make appli-
cation to the specific situation envisioned here. For the binding and loosing, enacted by the community as a 
whole, have the full authority of God. (For a detailed discussion on the meaning of this logia, see the comments 
on 16:18 above, pp. 670ff.)

This means that the refusal of the person to repent is not only rebellion against the assembly and its leaders, 
but is likewise direct rebellion against God Himself. Since the assembly followed the procedure outlined in the 
Scriptures, they can be assured that God has agreed with their actions. The excommunication was administered 
by men but it has the sanctions of God. In this way, the person has been excluded both by the ekklesia and by 
God. The consequences may therefore have both temporal and eternal dimensions.

19 Again I say to you, that if two of you agree on earth about anything that they may ask, it shall be done 
for them by My Father who is in heaven.

The opening “again” (πάλιν,  palin) probably has the force here of “once more” or “furthermore.” Yeshua is 
reinforcing what He has just taught, that  “binding” and “loosing” in terms of judicial decisions would be af-
firmed by God Himself. Here, Yeshua appears to now address Himself specifically to those who (like the disci-
ples) would oversee a situation like the one just described, where a member of the community refuses to repent 
and must therefore be excommunicated. In arriving at the final decision, those who bore the responsibility of 
leadership would doubtlessly be much in prayer, seeking divine wisdom about such a difficult matter. Yeshua 
therefore assures His disciples that when even two such leaders would seek divine wisdom in such a matter, they 
would receive it, and could be settled in the fact that their decision would be blessed by the Father.

This interpretation is bolstered by the terms used in our verse. The phrase “about anything” (παντὸς 
πράγµατος, pantos pragmatos) should be understood to mean “about any judicial matter.” The word πράγµα 
(pragma) can mean “a matter of contention,” “a dispute,” or even “lawsuit.” Given the fact that our verse is 
linked with the previous verses by the opening “again,” it is reasonable to conclude that pantos pragma means 
“any judicial matter.” It is used this way in 1Cor 6:1.

Does any one of you, when he has a cause (pragma) against his neighbor, dare to go to law before the un-
righteous and not before the saints?

Likewise, the verb “to ask” (αίτέω, aiteõ), especially when used in the middle voice (as here), may have the 
sense of “ask in pursuit of a claim.” Given these insights from the Greek, to interpret our verse as continuing the 
theme of divine sanction in judicial matters within the ekklesia would seem to have the better claim.

This means that in a court of three, where two agree (συµφωνέω, sumphõneõ) on a judicial matter, the deci-
sion that is reached is affirmed by God as well. Those who have leadership responsibilities within the local 
ekklesia need not fear that they have erred in their difficult task of bringing the matter of excommunication be-
fore the whole ekklesia. Since Yeshua promises the affirmation of the Father in such a matter, they may be settled
in their decision.

What this means for us is that our verse, contrary to the way it has often been interpreted, teaches nothing 
about general prayer, nor does it give credence to the notion that if two believers pray together in Yeshua’s name 
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about any matter, the Father has already promised to give them their request. The reason many have wrongly in-
terpreted the verse in this manner is because they have wrested it from its context and failed to give sufficient at-
tention to the language employed in the verse itself.

20 For where two or three have gathered together in My name, I am there in their midst.

In the previous verse, Yeshua tells His disciples that as they function in the capacity of judicial overseers 
within His ekklesia, and appoint others to carry on these functions as elders or overseers (cf. Acts 14:22–23), 
they may be assured that when they ask the Father for guidance and wisdom, He will grant them their request 
and that therefore their decision will have divine backing. Here, Yeshua makes it clear that He likewise would af-
firm their decision. 

The verse opens with “For”, linking it back to the previous verse. The reason the Father will grant the request
of those whose responsibility it is to lead the ekklesia in matters judicial is because Yeshua Himself is affirming 
their decision. 

The “two or three” who are gathered together is common 1st Century language to refer to a legitimate beit 
din or court (see the comments above on v. 16). However, this court is “convened” as the assembly of Yeshua, 
that is, in reference to the ekklesia He promised to build. This is what is meant by “gather together in My name.”
Compare Jer 3:17, where all the nations are gathered “to the Name of Adonai” ( ְיהָוה ְלֵׁשם ָכל־ַהּגֹוִים ֵאֶליָה ִנְקּוּו  
ם  To be gathered “in the name of Yeshua” means to be gathered together under His authority or headship .(ִלירּוָׁשִלָ
and for His purposes. In the immediate context, this refers not only to the leaders themselves who bring the mat-
ter to the whole assembly, but also to the whole ekklesia who are informed according to the instructions of 
Yeshua, “If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the ekklesia….” The decision they have reached and affirmed to-
gether, that the unrepentant person must be excluded, also has the agreement of Yeshua, who is there in their 
midst.

The idea that the Shekinah, the presence of God among His people, dwells among even a few who gather to-
gether and discuss matters of Torah is found in the sayings of the Rabbis:

R. Hananiah b. Teradion says, “[If] two sit together and between them do not pass teachings of Torah, lo, 
this is a seat of the scornful,”as it is said, Nor sits in the seat of the scornful (Ps. 1:1). “But two who are 
sitting, and words of Torah do pass between them—the Presence is with them,” as it is said, Then they 
that feared the Lord spoke with one another, and the Lord hearkened and heard, and a book of remem-
brance was written before him, for them that feared the Lord and gave thought to His name (Mal. 3:16). I 
know that this applies to two. How do I know that even if a single person sits and works on Torah, the 
Holy One, blessed be he, sets aside a reward for him? As it is said, Let him sit alone and keep silent, be-
cause he had laid it upon him (Lam. 3:28).  R. Simeon says, “Three who ate at a single table and did not 
talk about teachings of Torah while at that table are as though they ate from dead sacrifices (Ps. 106:28),” 
as it is said, For all tables are full of vomit and filthiness [if they are] without God (Is. 28:8). “But three 
who ate at a single table and did talk about teachings of Torah while at that table are as if they ate at the 
table of the Omnipresent, blessed is he,” as it is said, And he said to me, This is the table that is before the 
Lord (Ez. 41:22). [m.Avot 3.2-4]

But notice also Mechilta’s comments on Ex 20:24:

In connection with this passage the sages said: Wherever ten persons assemble in a synagogue, the Shek-
inah is with them, as it is said: “God standeth in the congregation of God” (Ps 82.1). And how do we 
know that He is also with three people holding court? It says: “In the midst of the judges He judgeth 
(Ibid.). And how do we know that He is also with two? It is said: “Then they that feared the Lord spoke 
one with another,” etc. (Mal 3:16). And how do we know that He is even with one? It is said: “In every 
place where I cause My name to be mentioned I will come unto thee and bless thee.” (Mechilta on Ex 
20:24)
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It is possible that these rabbinic statements were influenced by Matthew, but it is more likely that the concept
of the presence of the Shekinah among even a few Israelites who converse over matters of Torah was common 
within pre-destruction Judaisms, and that Matthew’s record of Yeshua’s words is a Messiah-centered reformula-
tion of the well known rabbinic teaching. If this is the case, then once again we see Matthew’s Christological 
emphasis, for Yeshua represents the Shekinah, the immanent presence of God in our world.

In the context, then, we see that our verse must be taken in reference to the action, by the ekklesia, of exclud-
ing a member who has sinned and is unwilling to repent of his or her sin. The verse is misinterpreted by those 
who take it to mean that two or three gathered in Yeshua’s name constitutes the minimum number required for a 
local ekklesia, or who find here some basis for thinking that two or three believers who pray together may be as-
sured that their request will be divinely granted.
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