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Task of the Church/Discipline of the Unruly    Jose Francis Martinez                                                 Lecture 2
Title: Expositions of the Key Biblical Texts – Mat 18
Purpose: To expound one of the key texts on church discipline: Mat 18:15-20

Introduction

1. In our previous session, we considered introductory perspectives on biblical church discipline. Now, we will begin Part 1 of our studies – An Exposition of the Key Biblical Texts on Church Discipline.
2. Although there are many texts of Scriptures that are needful and helpful in the practice of biblical church discipline, there are texts in the Scripture that speak directly about that subject. And what are those key texts? 1) Mat 18:15-35; 2) Rom 16:17-20; 3) 1Cor 5:1-13; 4) 2Cor 2:5-11; 5) Gal 2:11-14; 6) Gal 6:1; 7) 2Thes 3:6-15; 8) 1Tim 1:18-20; 9) 1Tim 5:19-21; 10) Tit 1:10-14 11) Tit 3:8-11; 12) 2Jn 1:7-11; 13) 3Jn 9-11.
3. In this lecture, we will consider the first text. Matt 18:15-35 (READ vv 15-20)
Trans:  In looking at this passage, we shall do so under four headings....
I.    THE SIN – ENVISIONED 

....What sin did the Lord Jesus have in mind in this passage? 
1.
First, it is a private offense.

a.
Note v 15 (READ): “If your brother sins… go”. If you look at the NIV or the NKJV the verse reads, “If your brother sins against you, go....” Much discussion has centered on the phrase “against you”. Did Matthew actually write this? Did Jesus actually say this? Here we have a textual variant. Some manuscripts have it and some do not. So which is which? 

b.
The retention or omission of the phrase is not really the big question. Even though the phrase will be omitted, the thought is still clearly implied. For how are public sins to the handled? Not privately but publicly – Gal 2:11-14 (READ). What Peter and rest did was public and was injurious to the entire church. Therefore, Paul had to rebuke Peter publicly. Calvin: “This example instructs us, that those who sinned publicly must be publicly chastised, so far as concerns the church.” However, in Mat 18, Jesus speaks of dealing privately with the sin. This indicates that the sin must be in the nature of a private offense.

c.
Moreover, the context also favors the idea of a private offense. For note later in vv 21-22 (READ). It is as if Peter here is saying, “I know now what I must do when my brother sins against me, but how often must I do this?” 
d.
In addition, the parallel passage in Lk 17:3-4 supports the same position (READ). Clearly Jesus here envisions a private offense, but some public or scandalous sin.
2.
Secondly, the sin envisioned here must be a serious offense.

a. And why do I say that?  Because not every private offense committed need to be dealt with in this way. Some private offenses should just be ignored or overlooked. Pro 19:11 (READ). Scriptures nowhere praises a hypersensitive or a hypercritical spirit. It is a man’s glory to overlook a transgression.
b. Therefore, Jesus in Mt 18 must not be referring to trivial offenses, but serious personal offenses. These includes blatantly lying to you, deliberate stealing of your money or any valuable property, flirting with your husband or wife, deliberate refusal to fulfill domestic roles, domestic violence, a man playing with a woman’s heart, speaking evil against you behind your bad in order to destroy your good name and reputation, and a host of many other serious offenses. These offenses are serious. They are serious personal offenses. But offenses like someone forgot to greet you on your birthday, someone accidentally pour coffee on your shirt, someone barrowed your car and did not clean it after using. An ill-advise joke that might have irritated you. These are not serious personal offenses and they should just be ignored. 
Trans: 
So that’s the sin envisioned. It envisions private and serious offense. Secondly, consider with me 2ndly in the text…
II.
THE PROCEDURE – OUTLINED 

A. How are you to deal with serious private offenses? There are four steps specified here. The first step is stated in v 15 (READ).
1. Notice in this first step the element of initiative –v 15 (READ) “if your brother sins, go...”

a.
Not wait until he comes to you, but go. Take the initiative. Do not distance yourself from the person who has offended you and bear a grudge against that person. But go to that brother.
a. And why should you take the initiative? Well, to begin with, you are obligated to take the initiative because the Lord commands you. That, in itself, ought to be sufficient. He says you are to respond by rebuking the one who wronged you. You cannot simply stand there in all your self-righteous anger saying, “Well, let him come to me! Let him take the initiative. Let the boat come to the pier and not vise-versa.” No. You must take the initiative. You are the boat and not the pier.
b. Moreover, remember that the brother who sinned against you might not be aware that you have been offended, and there is a possibility that you might have misunderstood or misjudged his actions. Many relationships have been ruined or made sour because of misunderstanding rather than real and deliberate offense. Therefore, the one sinned against is obligated to take the initiative to do something about the problem.  

c.
Furthermore, even if the offense against you is obviously such that both of you know it is an offense and is taken that way, you still need to bring that brother to repentance. Unless you go and lovingly confront him about the matter, the two of you may simply drift apart carrying bitterness on the one hand and a self-assured smugness on the other. That will not do. Therefore, you must go to him and gently rebuke him in love. 

2. Notice also in this first step the element of confidentially –v 15 (READ)…go and show him his fault in private”. 

a. The phrase “in private” => “between you and him alone”. Do not tell others about it. Do not let others know about what your brother did to you. Go to your brother and show him his fault between you and him alone.

b. And this is vital. For what will happen if you tell others about your brother’s sin? It can cause alienation. Pro 16:28; Pro 17:9 (READ).
3. If the sinning brother responds positively to the first step, then what? v 15 (READ) -“ if he listens to you, you have won your brother”.

a. And by “listen”, the Lord means that he will acknowledge his sin, ask for forgiveness, and be willing to do whatever is necessary to rectify the wrong. If he does that, then, you have won your brother. You have won him back into the right path. Lk 17:3: “If your brother sins, rebuke him; if he repents, forgive him.”

b. In many cases, the act of discipline ends right here. It ends with reconciliation. The issue is closed. It should never again be raised against the sinning brother or to anyone.  

B.
But what if the 1st step fails? Then what? Corrective discipline moves to the 2nd step: v 16-17 (READ).
1. Notice that the unwillingness of the brother to listen is what moves the discipline from the 1st step to the 2nd step.  

a. This does not imply that you have talked to your brother only once. Perhaps he might have just been too emotional at the start and will not listen to reason. When he has cooled off, you should try again. You might even have to vary your approach. Perhaps your manner of approach was not the best one.

b. Moreover, you must distinguish between unwillingness to listen and mere disagreement with your own viewpoint on the matter. If he is still willing to discuss the matter, then he cannot be charged with unwillingness to listen.

c. However, if the discussion ceases, if he is no longer willing to listen, then that’s the time to move the discipline to the 2nd step.

2. The 2nd step involves bringing with you one or two witnesses. And what is the function of these witnesses? v 16 (READ) “so that by the mouth of two or three witnesses every fact may be confirmed.” 

a. The witnesses should arrange a meeting with the brother who allegedly refuses to listen. If that brother refuses to have a meeting, then they may have to try several times before moving to the next step. But if he does agree with a meeting, then the witnesses will have to hear both sides of the story an act as impartial judges. Pro 18:17: “The first one to plead his case seems right, until another comes and examines him.”
b. It is important to stress that the function of the witnesses is not to act as witnesses of the offense or sin committed in the past. The function is to make sure that the offended brother is handling the case justly, fairly, and biblically, and to witness how the offending or sinning brother is reacting. Is the brother sinned against not being speculative about the matter or does he really have a prima-facie case against a brother? Is he not judging the offender’s motive and will not listen to the offender’s explanation? Is he offensive in his manner of approach? And how is the offended brother responding? This is the role of the two or three witnesses. 

c. If the case against a brother is weak and cannot be substantiated with evidence, then the case has to be dropped. And the two must be urged to reconcile. But if the accuser has a prima facie case, then the sinning brother must be called upon to acknowledge his sin and ask for forgiveness, and do whatever is necessary to right the wrong.
d. Now, all these imply that the witnesses must be men who are mature Christians – men who are sober, just, and fair – men who know how to deal with problems biblically - men who know how to apply Scriptures to the problems at hand. Thus the church’s officers, who are biblically chosen by the church, are in the best position to act as witnesses. 

3. If the accused is proven guilty, and he repents, asking for forgiveness, then the case is closed. The brothers involved are urged to reconcile and work positively with the relationship.

C.
But what if the 2nd step fails? Then what? The discipline moves to the 3rd step: v 17a (READ).
1. It is here that formal church discipline takes place. This will take place if the sinning brother refuses to listen to the two or three witnesses 1) either by refusing to meet with them 2) or by refusing to discuss with them any further the problem. If he does not listen to them, then the church must be informed.

2. Now, how is the church to be informed?  

a. It would involve calling for a congregational meeting of all the members of the church and telling them about the problem. 

b. And here the role of the one or two witnesses is crucial. They will have to inform the church of what transpired. The problem involved. The actions that have been taken. And how the sinning brother has been reacting. 

3. Once the church is informed, then what? The church will have to communicate with the sinning brother. This is implied in  v 17a: “if he refuses to listen even to the church”

4. But how is the church to communicate with the sinning brother? 

a. Here the Lord Jesus gives no specifics. Other portions of God’s word we will consider later will give us specific answers. 

b. Suffice to say now that this may mean that the church will send the sinning brother a letter. Or it may mean that the members will speak to the offending brother. It may also mean that he will be called to a congregational meeting and be publicly reproved of his action. Or it may mean that  the members decide to suspend some or all the privileges of his membership – he can’t partake of the Lord’s Supper, the church might keep distance from him, he cannot lead the prayer meeting, etc.

5. If the sinning brother listens and repents, ask forgiveness from the offended and the church for his actions, then the case is dropped, and the discipline ends.
D.
But what if the 3rd step fails? Then what?  The discipline moves to the 4th and final step: v 17b (READ)
1. A Gentile is one who is not part of the covenant community. A tax collector was a Jew who had been put out of the covenant community because of his collaboration with the enemy and because of his dishonesty and thievery. 
2. Now this is how you are to regard a person who refuses to listen even to the church. He is no longer to be regarded as part of the covenant community and he is regarded as a collaborator of the enemy.

3. And why? Because 
his actions are no longer consistent with his profession of faith. Therefore, if and when you have to talk to him, you have to talk to him as an unbeliever and as a collaborator of the enemy. You are not to talk to him anymore as if he is still a Christian and still a friend of God’s people.

4. I want to emphasis that this is a functional judgment. The person might be truly a Christian who is just temporarily backsliding. But since his actions contradicts his profession of faith, then he is to regarded and treated as a Gentile and a tax-gatherer.
Trans:   Having considered the sin-envisioned, the procedure-outlined, consider with me 3rdly…

II. THE ENCOURAGEMENTS – GIVEN

A. V 18 (READ) -  “you (plural)”

1. When corrective church discipline is done biblically, that judgment of the church is not only binding on earth but also in heaven. Other people might not recognize it. Even other churches might even grievously refuse to honor it. Other people may go away and join other churches.  But that does not change the fact that the judgment that the church made according to truth and according to God’s word is valid in heaven. 

2. This is important to bare in mind because some say, “What’s the use of church discipline? The one disciplined will just move to and join another church?” But no. The judgment that a church makes according to truth and according to God’s word is recognized in heaven. It is valid. It is effective.

B. V 19 (READ)
1. Many preachers have stretched the meaning of this verse far beyond its proper meaning. But the context clearly indicates that the prayers of even just the few who may be properly involved in church discipline will be honored. Whether we are praying for wisdom or light as to what we are to do, whether we are praying for help or strength to do what we are suppose to do, the Lord will hear.

2. Now this should encourage us then to undertake church discipline. The Lord will hear our prayers concerning the matter. He will help us undertake the work properly and biblically.

C. V 20 (READ)
1. Why is the church’s judgment, in the case of church discipline, regarded as binding in heaven? And why will the Lord answer the prayers of even just the few who may be properly involved in church discipline? Because the Lord’s special presence is in the entire process of church’s discipline.

2. We are not alone in this work. Christ has promised His special presence in the entire process. And this should be a tremendous encouragement to us do the work and to do it properly and biblically.

Trans:  Having considered the sin-envisioned, the procedure-outlined, the encouragements - given, let us now consider...

IV.
A PRACTICAL QUESTION - ADDRESSED

A.
Note the question V 21 (READ). 
1. Now, this is a very practical question. In effect, Peter is saying, “Lord, now I know what I must do if a brother sins against me. But what if I confront my brother in private, he repents, I forgive him, but then he does it again, and I confront him, he repents, and I forgive him, but he does it again? How many times should I forgive him? Up to seven times?” 
2. Now, this question needs an answer for it is something that many people wrestle with. 

B.
Note the Lord’s response in V 22 (READ).

1. And what does Jesus mean by that? He means for as long as your brother repents, then you will have to forgive him. We have the same teaching in Lk 17:3-4 (READ). 
2. Now, we need to guard ourselves against two extremes here. The first extreme makes mockery of both repentance and forgiveness. 

a.
There are those who say that for as long as a person says, “I am sorry”, automatically you are under obligation to forgive him. He sins against you, you confront him; and he says, “I am sorry”, then you must forgive him. He sins against you again, you confront again, and he says, “I am sorry”, then you must forgive him again. And for as long as a person sins against you and he says “I am sorry”, then you must keep forgiving that person ad infinitum. 
b.
But that is to make a mockery of repentance and forgiveness. The Lord Jesus here is not talking about a person saying only “I am sorry” just to put an end to an issue so that he might be left alone and that he might continue to do whatever he wants to do. Jesus is talking about a person who says, “I repent”. And saying, “I repent” is much richer than saying, “I am sorry”. 
c.
To say, “I repent,” means that a person acknowledges the wrong that he did, takes full responsibility of it. Moreover, it implies that a person desires to change and is willing to do whatever is necessary to effect that change. 
3.
But there is another extreme that we have to watch in the light of Jesus’ instruction. The other extreme is to withhold forgiveness to a person who when confronted, says, “I repent”, up until the person has been completely changed. 
a.
Change often does not happen overnight. Even when a person is truly repentant, it may take a while before he can overcome a particular sinful habit and change it to a godly one. Therefore, you are not to withhold forgiveness up until a person has been completely changed. You are not to withhold your love for him; you are not to distance yourself from him. In fact, you are to try to help him change and overcome.
b.
Thus, Jesus commands, “And if he sins against you seven times a day, and returns to you seven times saying, ‘I repent’, forgive him.” You are not to say, “This is the third time you did this to me. Your saying, ‘I repent’, every time I confront you means nothing. I will not forgive you anymore. Your repentance is not real. It is not genuine. I will only forgive you when I see that you have been completely changed.” No. The Lord Jesus commands you to forgive that brother. 
c.
If he says, “I am sorry”, just to put an end to issue, so that you will leave him alone; if he is not really willing to take the necessary steps to help him change, then that is something else. But if he says, “I repent”, which implies that he acknowledges his sin, takes full responsibility of it, and is willing to do whatever is necessary to effect that change, then you must forgive that person, even though it may still take a while before he will be able to overcome his sinful habit and be completely changed.   
d.
Change often does not happen overnight. It will take a while. In fact, our sanctification will never be complete on earth. Therefore, you must never withhold forgiveness from a brother who turns to you, saying, “I repent”. You must forgive him.
C.
In order to enforce the need to forgive from the heart, the Lord Jesus gives a parable – vv 23-35 (READ).
Conclusion
1.
Remember that this passage deals particularly with serious private offenses. However, this passage   provides a broad and general framework of how church discipline is to be carried out. This broad framework will have to be modified and ramified when we are dealing with other sins which are not  private or personal in nature. But it does provide the broad and general framework.
2.
So may God help us remember this important passage and implement it conscientiously. 

