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Preface






I answered the
phone and heard a familiar voice on the other end. It was a member
of the church I was pastoring. Her voice was somewhat frantic. “You
need to come over right away,” she said. “Why, what’s the matter?”
I asked. “I’ll tell you when you get here,” she replied.

I left what I was
doing and went immediately to her home. This would be one of my
last pastoral visits in that church. My wife and I were returning
home on furlough after a two year term in the country. The ladies
of the church were planning a farewell party for my wife in
appreciation of her ministry among them.

When I arrived, I
greeted the church member and was invited to sit down. “What’s the
problem?” I asked. “It’s so and so,"came the response (she gave me
her name).” She has invited the ladies from our sister church to
the party we are having for your wife. She didn’t consult me about
it. She just invited them to join us. You’re the pastor; I want you
to speak to her about this. Tell her that she should have talked to
me first,” she said in an angry tone of voice.

“Did you speak
with her yourself?” I asked. “No,” she said, “She wouldn’t listen
to me.” “How do you know unless you try,” I asked. “If I went over
to her house she might hit me,” she said. “Well why don’t you phone
her?” “I’ll phone her if you listen in on the other line,” she
answered.

Considering this
for a moment, I responded. “God’s Word tells us that if we have a
problem with someone we are to go to that person ourselves. I
believe that if we want God’s blessing in this matter, we need to
do it God’s way. I am not going to do anything unless you do this
God’s way. You speak to her on your own.”

“All right,” she
said and went to pick up the phone in the other room. In a few
minutes she came back with a smile on her face. “God has been
speaking to her (she gave her name) about what she did. She
apologized to me and we worked everything out.” Together we praised
the Lord for this wonderful blessing.

As I left her
house that day, I wondered what might have happened had I listened
to this lady. Imagine that the church had become involved in this
matter. The result could have been disastrous. Churches have been
split over simple matters like this.

We cannot escape
problems between believers any more than we can between children in
our own families. We will not always agree on how things are to be
done. We sometimes act out of anger and pride. Personalities
collide. People get hurt. Scripture is filled with examples of
clashes between believers.

The Lord God knew
these problems would exist and made provision for this throughout
the Scriptures. Of particular interest to us here is Jesus’
teaching in Matthew 18:15-17. In this passage, Jesus shows us how
to deal with problems that arise.

Matthew 18
challenges us to personally deal with the issues that come between
us in our relationships. It provides a safe way for those who have
fallen to be restored and encourages the average believer to take
seriously the matter of helping his brother or sister in a time of
weakness.

We have ignored
this passage to our shame and to the hurt of many in the body of
Christ. Over the course of the next few chapters we will examine
Jesus’ teaching and its application to our relationships in the
church today. My prayer is that the Lord would use this study to
help his people deal with the clashes that will inevitably come.
May God be pleased to bring restoration and healing to many
relationships in the body of Christ through this humble study.

F. Wayne Mac
Leod







Chapter 1 - If
Your Brother Sins


 “If your brother sins” (Matthew 18:15,
NIV)

As we begin this
study of Matthew 18:15-17 notice that our Lord is speaking about a
“brother.” This passage is for believers. The understanding is that
there will be problems among believers in the body of Christ. This
should not surprise us. From the very beginning of time conflicts
have existed between brothers and sisters in the family of God. Way
back in the book of Genesis we see how jealousy and anger raged in
the life of Cain so that he killed his brother Abel (Genesis 4).
What began in the Garden set in motion a great tidal wave of
division and broken relationships among brothers and sisters of
faith.

Take a look at the
church of Christ in our day. Count the number of denominations and
look at the history of those denominations. The history of the
church is filled with infighting and clashes. Doctrinal
differences, personal preferences and tradition have created
innumerable conflicts, causing believers to divide. Christians have
been burned at the stake, not by the enemy, but by fellow
“believers” who felt they were doing God’s work. Jesus himself was
betrayed by one of his own disciples. Both the Old Testament and
the New Testament are filled with examples of conflict between
believers professing the same faith.

The encouraging
thing about this passage of Scripture is that the Lord Jesus has
made provision for these problems in his church. Knowing human
nature and the conflicts that would inevitably come, he tells us,
“If your brother sins against you” here’s what you need to do. He
has not left us helpless to face these conflicts. He recognized
that they would happen and gives us guidelines in how to deal with
them. Considering the immensity of the problem, this passage is of
absolute importance for us today. Very few of us will leave this
world without encountering a problem with another believer. It is
for this reason that Matthew 18:15-17 is so important. We will all
need to refer to it for guidance many times in the course of our
lives.

Notice also that
in this verse the Lord speaks about sin. The word “sin” is
significant and tells us something important. There are a number of
issues that can cause problems between believers in our day.
Personal preferences can divide the church. One person may prefer a
quiet and reflective form of worship while another prefers a more
lively style. Godly believers also interpret the teaching of
Scripture in different ways. Consider, for example, the various
views of the end times. These doctrinal views can also separate
true believers. Questions of practice are also divisive. What a
Christian can eat, drink or do has been the source of great debate
among sincere believers. The apostle Paul has much to teach us
about these matters in Romans 14:5-8; 12-13. Listen to his
advice:

(5) One man
considers one day more sacred than another; another man considers
every day alike. Each one should be fully convinced in his own
mind. (6) He who regards one day as special does so to the Lord. He
who eats meat, eats to the Lord, for he gives thanks to God; and he
who abstains, does so to the Lord and gives thanks to God. (7) For
none of us lives to himself alone and none of us dies to himself
alone. (8) If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die
to the Lord. So, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord...
(12) So then, each of us will give an account of himself to God.
(13) Therefore let us stop passing judgment on one another.
Instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or
obstacle in your brother's way.

There will always
be differences of opinion among godly believers. We should expect
to see great diversity in the church. We will worship God in
different ways. We will express our faith in different ways. These
differences, however, are not sinful. Paul encourages us to live
with these differences and accept them as normal.

Matthew 18:15-17
is not about the differences we find among godly believers in
matters of preference or interpretation of Scripture in minor
doctrinal matters. When Jesus says, “If your brother sins,” he is
speaking about a brother or sister who has disobeyed the clear
teaching of Scripture and is walking in a way that is offensive to
God. If we are to follow the teaching of Jesus in this passage we
must first distinguish between preferences and sin.

Sin has to do with
disobedience to a direct and clear command of Scripture. This may
either be intentional or unintentional. You don’t have to act with
evil intent to sin. You don’t even have to know you have sinned to
be guilty. Numbers 15:22-24 describes the offering made in the Old
Testament for unintentional sins.

(22) “‘Now if
you unintentionally fail to keep any of these commands the LORD
gave Moses— (23) any of the LORD's commands to you through him,
from the day the LORD gave them and continuing through the
generations to come— (24) and if this is done unintentionally
without the community being aware of it, then the whole community
is to offer a young bull for a burnt offering as an aroma pleasing
to the LORD, along with its prescribed grain offering and drink
offering, and a male goat for a sin offering. (Emphasis mine)

Ezekiel 45:18-20
speaks about sacrifices that were to be made for sins done through
ignorance.

(18) “‘This is
what the Sovereign LORD says: In the first month on the first day
you are to take a young bull without defect and purify the
sanctuary. (19) The priest is to take some of the blood of the sin
offering and put it on the doorposts of the temple, on the four
corners of the upper ledge of the altar and on the gateposts of the
inner court. (20) You are to do the same on the seventh day of the
month for anyone who sins unintentionally or through ignorance; so
you are to make atonement for the temple. (Emphasis mine)

Disobedience to
the clear commands of God, either intentional or unintentional, is
different from personal preferences and interpretations of
Scripture. When speaking to a church in India some time ago, I was
asked to take off my shoes when I approached the pulpit to preach.
The believers based the practice on Exodus 3:5, when God told Moses
to take off his shoes as he stood before the burning bush. Since
then I have often practiced this custom when preaching to remind
myself of the seriousness of what God has called me to do. While
this is a wonderful practice, we do not sin by preaching with our
shoes on.

Jesus often
associated with sinners. In fact, he became known as the friend of
tax collectors and sinners (Matthew 11:19). Paul, on the other
hand, reminded his readers of the teaching of the Lord to come out
from among unbelievers and be separate from them:

“Therefore come
out from them and be separate, says the Lord. Touch no unclean
thing, and I will receive you.” (2 Corinthians 6:17)

What are we to
understand from the teaching and example of the Lord? Should we
associate with the unbeliever or not? There are some situations
where we need to befriend unbelievers and others where we need to
separate ourselves from them. The line is not always clear and
believers will interpret each situation differently.

Some time ago my
wife and I attended a church that had three different styles of
worship. At 9 a.m. they had a traditional service which focused on
the older and more traditional hymns. At 10 a.m. they offered a
contemporary service for those who preferred a worship team and
more modern choruses. The 11 a.m. service was a progressive service
with a full band, louder music and more upbeat worship. As
believers we all have our preferences.

God calls us to be
patient with each other in the body of Christ. We will not all see
things in the same way. Before approaching a brother or sister
about a matter, we need to determine whether what they are doing is
a sin or a personal preference.

There is another
matter we need to consider in this context. We also need to examine
the circumstances and the attitude of our brother’s heart. Let me
explain this more fully.

In 1 Samuel 21:1-3
David and his men were running from Saul. They were hungry and
thirsty and in need of refreshment. David asked the priest to give
him and his men some bread. The only bread available was reserved,
by the Law of Moses, for the priests alone. Out of compassion for
David and his men, however, the priest gave them this bread. How
easy it would be to condemn this priest for disobeying the Law of
Moses. It is interesting to note, however, that Jesus
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