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15 "If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have  
gained your brother.  16 But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every charge may be 
established by the evidence of two or three witnesses.  17 If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if he 
refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.  18 Truly, I say to you, whatever 
you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.  19 Again I say 
to you, if two of you agree on earth about anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven.  20 For 
where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them."   
 
Introduction 
 Chapter 18 of the Gospel of Matthew is about royal family relationships in the church. 
The opening verses (1-5) state and explain the fact that the church is a royal family. The rest of 
the chapter discusses the nature of relationships within the family. Three main headings pertain 
to these relationships: contradiction (6-14), discipline (15-20), and forgiveness (21-35). Today, 
we will take up “Discipline within the Royal Family” (18.15-20).  
 This is a challenging text to interpret and to apply. On one hand, it is difficult to 
understand the OT guidelines in relation to NT church discipline. On the other hand, it is 
emotionally trying to engage in the discipline process, especially when things escalate and more 
and more people become involved. Now, it should not surprise us to learn that there are different 
interpretations of the text, but when we discover that the interpretations are radically different, it 
may cause us to wonder if we are all reading the same Bible. Therefore, we should begin work 
on this passage by attending to the basics. After we cover the basics, we can then work through 
some controversial matters and some problems of application. One basic is the self-evident fact 
that the process is a conversation in three steps: conversation in private, conversation with 
witnesses, and conversation with the church. Today, we will cover the first step. The title is 
“Discipline within the Royal Family: Step One, Conversation in Private.” If your brother sins against 
you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your brother (18.15).   
 The following things are clear regarding the first step in church discipline. The occasion 
of this conversation is sin, the dynamic is personal, the nature of the conversation is direct, the 
context is private, and the goal is positive. We should comment briefly on each aspect of step 
one. After that, we can draw out some concluding implications and applications. 
 
1A. Occasion of the conversation 
 The occasion of the entire process of church discipline is the sin of a family member: If 
your brother sins. Sin in the lives of the people of God is a theme that runs through Matthew 18 
from beginning to end. Early in the chapter, Jesus in effect says, “You may fall into temptation 
and sin, so, you must be on guard against temptation that leads you into the sin of causing others 
in the royal family to sin” (18.6-9). Sin in the family can have a growing snowball effect (or we 
might call it a “pinball effect” bouncing back and forth and making a lot of noise before things 
settle down). At the end of the chapter, Jesus talks about forgiving “your brother” from your 
heart (18.35). What you forgive is sin, and if you do not forgive, then you sin as well.  
 What Jay Adams says about a Christian home applies to a Christian church. He says, “A 
truly Christian home is a place where active sinners live; but it is also a place where the members 
of that home admit the fact and understand the problem, know what to do about it, and as a result 
grow by grace” (Christian Living in the Home, 11). In parallel, the church is a place where active 
sinners gather, sinners who admit their sin, and understand the problem. Moreover, they know 
what to do about it, and as a result grow by grace. A great deal depends on the due recognition of 
our sin and knowing what God tells us to do about it as a royal family.  
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 Finally, one thing we are to do about sin in the family is to engage in open conversation, 
with a vulnerability that is humble and child-like. It surely does not help to bottle things up 
inside. Therefore, when you receive correction, go with it by asking for clarification. For 
example, it verges on the embarrassing for me to receive coaching in how to play tennis doubles 
(during the match!), but it helps me a lot to ask questions to make sure I am getting what the 
coach is saying. This brings us to the next point on the dynamic of this kind of open 
conversation.  
 
2A. Dynamic of the conversation 
 The dynamic of church discipline is personal, that is, family-personal. I am not sure of a 
better way to capture the fact that the brother sins against you. The entire character of step one is 
personal: your brother…you…him…you and him…you…you…your brother. The interplay between personal 
pronouns is obvious, and the verse begins and ends with reference to your brother, which combines 
the personal with the family. Moreover, the verse is short and ten of only sixteen words speak of 
personal family relations.  
 Thus, we can ask, “What drives step one of the difficult and emotionally draining 
processes of church discipline?” Personal family relationship drives step one, and for that matter, 
it drives the entire process. That means that more is at stake here than personal offense, hurt, or 
outrage. The personal is family-personal. You initiate step one for two reasons: a) the command 
of Christ that He gives here, and b) love for your brother. You have the obligation to help fellow 
royal family members in the battle with sin (cf. instead of causing them to sin, you help them in 
the spiritual warfare of the Christian life, 18.6). You know that his sin is harmful to his life, so 
you focus on that fact along with the hurt that the sin inflicts on you. What you want to do is 
follow the example of the angels, Christ, and the Father. They protect the little ones to insure 
their eternal safety: See that you do not despise one of these little ones. For I tell you that in heaven their angels 
always see the face of my Father who is in heaven (v.10) and So it is not the will of my Father who is in heaven that 
one of these little ones should perish (v.14). What should drive us are personal family ties.  
 
3A. Directness of the conversation 
 Conversation is a requirement that the Lord gives to us in the order of things here, there is 
“telling” or talking to the brother (conversation is obviously another important basic). Notably, 
the talking is direct for Jesus says, go and tell him his fault. 
 The conversation cannot be harsh, mean, indirect or beating around the bush. You are not 
to despise Christ’s little ones (18.10), but treat them with respect always seeking their edification 
and spiritual good. Nor can it involve minimizing the sin. Our Lord tells us to tell him his fault.  
 Thus, the first step in the process is very simple. The person (the member of the church) 
that is on the receiving end of the sin has the obligation to seek out the sinning saint in order to 
identify his sin explicitly. Again, there is no beating around the bush. You clearly and directly 
explain his sin to him. You show him that he is at fault; you point out his fault to him.  
 Before moving on to the privacy issue, we should introduce a distinction that will help us 
identify the parties involved in the discipline process. Namely, it should be helpful to speak 
about the sinning saint and the innocent saint. Granted, we are all sinning saints (and not 
innocent in ourselves), but the distinction helps distinguish the saint doing the sin from the saint 
affected by the sin. One is the sinning saint, and the other is the innocent saint in terms of the 
meaning stipulated here. Both titles (with their limitations) give handles to the pots on the stove.  
 
4A. The privacy of the conversation 
 For good reason, we can speak about beginning church discipline in private conversation 
because Jesus commands that we tell the sinning saint his fault in conversation between you and him 
alone. 



 3
 The duty here has far-reaching implications regarding our speech. That is, there is a 
caution in these words about gossip (cf. Ps 39.1; James 3.6). We quickly and easily fall into a 
pattern of speech in which we identify the shortcomings, faults, and sins of other people. The 
problem is not in identifying the sins of someone (there is just judging). The problem is identifying 
their sins without them present. In other words, we tell his faults to other people, but not to him. 
What happens is that we go from the frying pan to the fire in our own conduct because on one 
hand, we fail to tell the sinning saint his faults, and on the other hand, we sin against our brother 
by telling other people the ins and outs of his sins. We sin against the Lord, against His 
commandment here, in two ways: a) we do not obey Him by going to the one who sinned, and b) 
instead of keeping silent; we speak about our brother’s sins outside of the sacred privacy that 
Jesus commands. We do not go to our brother to help him in his spiritual journey. To the 
contrary, we go to others without him present, and we put his dirty laundry out there in display.  
 Why do we do this? Why do we fail to do the right thing? Why do we do the wrong thing 
commonly and easily? Well, we fail to love and promote the brother’s edification (not seeing the 
harm to him and the church that sin causes, and not appreciating the benefit to the body as a 
whole; just as pulling a sliver from the little toe gives relief to the entire body).  
 We have loose lips (cf. “loose lips sink ships”). We do not control our tongues as the 
book of James instructs us. We act because of anger, revenge, malice, and censoriousness with a 
critical spirit and a lack of love.  
 Sin hurts us and we immediately react with the desire to inflict hurt in return. If we do not 
actively try to hurt someone (say, elbowing an opponent in the mouth in a basketball game), we 
may hope he or she has some hard times and suffers, while we watch with glee in the privacy of 
our hearts.  
 With such thoughts in our hearts, it is common and easy to fall into the loose lips 
syndrome in which we flap our gums outside the sacred privacy Jesus commands. 
 
5A. The goal of this conversation 
 Perhaps, we should think of the first step as common practice, the going thing, or 
business as usual in the family that is growing in grace. Then, step one is just a regular 
happening when the church shows one anothering love. The goal in mutual love is to benefit 
others, to benefit one another. When someone sins, he or she is temporarily “lost” and the goal of 
helping is to gain or find straying sheep. In the context of one anothering love, other people can 
see our sins (o my, they actually see them!) and not hold them against us, alienate us, judge us 
harshly, or come down on us like a ton of bricks. Instead, other child-like family members, with 
us under one Father, come along side to help us get back on track. The goal is repentance, but not 
in the sense of some radical turning around from darkness to light. The goal is the repentant life; 
it is to help us in our walk and constant need of correction.  
 Before leaving this point, we should comment on the way of repentance that Jesus cites, 
which is hearing: If he listens to you, you have gained your brother (v. 15). Listening means to hear, give 
attention to, empathize with, understand, and walk in the way of obedience and submission. It 
involves a willingness to converse, to seek reconciliation, to work through possible wrongs, and 
to forgive when there is exaggeration and misunderstanding. Most of all, it means to admit your 
wrongdoing (say, “I am wrong; I am sorry for the wrong”) and to turn away from it. This is 
childlikeness again because it is humbling to admit our own wrongs without retaliating or finger 
pointing ourselves.  
 
Concluding perspectives, implications, and applications 
 1) What if the “sin” you observe is actually a misperception or misunderstanding? 
 This is possible. The possibility makes haste a true waste. You must give this careful 
consideration keeping in mind the fact that Jesus speaks about sin not possible sin. You do not go 
to someone about the possibility that he sinned against you. If that is the most you can conclude, 
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then you should give the benefit of the doubt: love believes all things (1 Cor 13.7). Then, you 
must suspend judgment and put things on the back burner (or better, off the stove altogether!). 
 However, if you think someone sinned against you, if that is your experience, that is how 
you see it, then, when you go to the sinning saint, you go to him to personally, directly, and 
privately tell him what he did, tell him his fault. Now, it is in this context that we can properly 
discuss the possibility of misperception or misunderstanding. It is possible that you are mistaken. 
Therefore, there are things you must do in the process.  
 a) You need to ask yourself this question and answer it fully before going to someone 
about his sin, “Do I have sufficient basis for my complaint, do I overreact, do I misunderstand?”  
 b) You must go because of love and concern. 
 c) You go humbly (lest you fall, Gal 5; and knowing your own sins; and judging yourself 
regarding the very sin on the table).  
 d) In one sense, to go humbly includes going with every hope that it is nothing more than 
misunderstanding; we hope to clear it up by going.  
 2) Given the various possibilities, who is actually responsible?  
 Both parties are responsible (another basic!). This is important to stress in each potential 
scenario. As the sinning saint, you may think it is just a misunderstanding (You may say, “It is 
just personality differences”). You may be the “innocent” saint that perceives a wrong wrongly.  

 The “sinning saint” may be guilty or not guilty 
 The “sinning saint” may or may not be willing to face his guilt 
 The “innocent saint” may be correct or incorrect in identifying actual sin 
 The “innocent saint” may or may not have control over his hurt emotions 

In light of all these possibilities, much sorting must take place; we have to sort through things, 
and the best way to do it is to put all things on the table for open and candid conversation that 
has the mutual goal of correction. We need wisdom as to when to speak and when not to speak 
(i.e. when do we do as the wise man that covers shame?). 
 Thus, the one “fingered” as the sinning saint (rightly or wrongly) has the duty of making 
every effort to work things out with the person who has something against him. This is clear 
from Matthew 5.23-24, So if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has 
something against you,  24 leave your gift there before the altar and go. First be reconciled to your brother, and then 
come and offer your gift. If someone wants to talk some things through with you about your conduct, 
and even if you think he is all wet and out to lunch, you still have the obligation to the Lord to 
seek reconciliation with that person. Innocent or guilty, you have this duty to Christ and 
therefore to the person who is pointing his finger at something in your life. You cannot excuse 
yourself from this duty on the basis that you think he is wrong in his judgment or wrong in his 
manner.  
 On the other side of the coin, if you are the person who has aught against someone, then 
you cannot bottle it up in your heart; no, you must go to him and tell him his fault. Nor can you 
dodge going to the brother because you have forgiven him or because you know of many sins for 
which you need God’s forgiveness daily. To neglect the telling is like parents neglecting 
discipline, or coaches neglecting to explain bad form in a player’s serve or teachers failing to 
grade the papers of their students. Parents, coaches, teachers, and fellow childlike saints “go and 
tell” what is incorrect in order to point the way to what is correct.  
 Therefore, if someone has aught against you—you go, and if you have aught against 
someone, you go! Going is the common duty and it means that all things are on the table of 
conversation for mutual up building. They may be exceptions, but this is the rule that we need to 
weigh carefully and apply faithfully.  
 We are speaking much about those who go to the sinning party. If the “sinning party” is 
actually innocent, that person must be forgiving, flexible, and stable in how he reacts to “false 
charges” (this language is sharper in sound than reality). Even if pillows are in place first, the 
faults, sins, and charges on the table cause embarrassment, humiliation, and anger. This can 
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happen even if the charges are false; then some justified anger may rise up in our hearts because 
of injustice. However, we all must remember that we are fellow-children in the royal family 
under one great king, the risen Christ. We must keep our emotions in check. We must not let the 
sun go down on our anger. Instead, we must keep short accounts and make haste to engage in 
healthy conversation.  
 Therefore, if someone wrongs us, we must approach that fact graciously and lovingly lest 
we despise a little one that belongs to Christ. If we misunderstand, we need to be open to the 
possibility that we misunderstand and if we do misunderstand, we need to readily admit it and 
negotiate through things for mutual understanding and up building as family members one of 
another. If someone wrongly charges us with sin, we must keep our cool and maintain self-
control. We must have a gentle and forgiving spirit toward them- to forgive the action taken that 
embarrasses needlessly. We must not be censorious and judge their motives; believe what they 
say and work with them the best we can.  
 However and here is the deepest challenge for both parties, if you did in fact sin against a 
fellow-heir in the royal family, and if the innocent saint put your sin in front of you directly, 
clearly, and privately, then you must humble yourself in childlikeness. You must take the posture 
of dependence on Christ. You must be willing to see your sin in the bright exposing light of 
truth. You must humbly receive the exposure from a mere human, another sinner, but one that is 
a joint-heir with you in the kingdom of God.  
 3) How can I do this as a sinner myself? Who am I to tell others about their sins?  
 Jesus requires it of you. You can only do it with due acknowledgment of your own sins 
before the Lord of truth and light.  
 4) What should happen if I go and I get nowhere? 
 Of course, you reexamine your own posture, heart attitude, and the issue itself, but then 
you go to step two of the church discipline process (after some time of course): go with 
witnesses.  
 5) What should I focus on most in this corrective process at any step?  
 My focus in doing this must be on Christ. 
 He bore my sins. 
 He bore our sins, the sins of all royal family members.  
 I must engage in the corrective process at His command and by His example. I do it in 
remembrance of how He went about to deal with sin in His own death to save me, to save us, for 
His own glory. Out of love and reverence for Christ, there are times when I must exercise this 
kind of corrective, sometimes tough, love.  
 
May we fall down before the Head of the church, the Lord Jesus Christ seeking His guiding hand for wisdom 
in how to love one another as His brothers and sisters in the royal family of God, amen. 


