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Introduction  

Matthew’s gospel seems to have been compiled with the 

needs of a local church in mind.  In addition to accounts of 

things Jesus did, we find five blocks of teachings, the best 

known of which is in chapters 5 to 7 and have been labelled 

the Sermon on the Mount. Each block ends with a set phrase, 

“When Jesus had finished saying these things” or similar1.  

In chapter 18 of the Gospel of Matthew we find a collection of 

teachings of Jesus that are particularly relevant in the context 

of church life. In the first part of the chapter Jesus takes a 

child as an example of humility, and goes on to teach about 

how important children and other vulnerable people are to 

God.  In the second part of the chapter, which we will deal 

with today and next week, he teaches about reconciliation 

and forgiveness, which are important signs of a Christian way 

of handling difficulties in personal relationships. 

The importance of reconciliation 

All meaningful relationships are likely to face conflicts, 

misunderstandings and sometimes upset, due to selfishness 

or thoughtlessness.  And we all know how awkward, 

frustrating or intimidating these situations can be.  Thinking 

back to our childhood, we’ll all remember the hurt that we 

 
1 Matthew 19:1, compare 5:28, 11:1, 13:53, 26:1 



have felt, or have caused to others by disagreements among 

siblings, between parents and children, or with schoolfriends.  

Moving on into adulthood, we may have painful memories of 

difficult relationships with work colleagues, friends, a 

boyfriend or girlfriend or a husband or wife.  In some 

situations it seems easier to walk away than to face the 

problem and sort it out.  But that’s not usually the best plan, 

especially if it’s between married people, or in a family. 

George and I run a marriage preparation course of two 

sessions for couples planning to be married in our church. 

One of the topics we cover is conflict, and the different ways 

of doing it.  Some of us like to let out all our emotions, shout 

or bang doors, to let the other person know that they’ve 

upset us. Others like to deal with things quietly and with as 

little emotion as possible, or they simply bury their feelings, 

and seek “the quiet life” by not addressing the problem with 

the other person. This can lead to resentment building up, 

and bitterness eating away at us inside. 

Even if we’ve been spared the worst kinds of family upset, I’m 

sure we all know families where things have got very bad 

between people: maybe there is a grown-up daughter who 

won't speak to her mother anymore, or a father who has 

disowned his son, or some other family split. People also fall 

out with each other in workplaces and, sadly, also in 

churches, where someone has been offended by something 

another person has done or said. People have left a church 

because they’ve been upset by another person, and some 

have decided that they’ll never darken the door of a church 



again. All of this is very sad, and represents a failure of 

Christian love on the part of one or both parties. 

Jesus’ model for reconciliation 

You won’t be surprised to know that Jesus was well aware of 

these problems.  We know very little about his own family 

experience, but we certainly see in the gospels that his twelve 

close disciples, his core team, often didn’t get on with each 

other, and sometimes he had to “bang their heads together”2.  

So here in today’s passage we have some guidelines for 

dealing with conflict.  Jesus’ first instruction is to try and sort 

out the problem in a friendly one-to-one conversation. In 

Matthew’s original Greek version it says “If a brother sins 

against you”. The word translated “brother” in this context 

most probably means a “brother in Christ”, in other words, 

another member of the church; it could also be a sister, or 

female Christian – the words for brother and sister in Greek 

are just the masculine and feminine versions of the same 

word.  But I think it’s quite acceptable to apply Jesus’ teaching 

to other situations apart from the church. 

Our first approach, says Jesus, is to have a one-to-one chat – 

this keeps things even and fair. It gives the opportunity for the 

person who has upset you to understand how their behaviour 

has affected you, and also to help you understand their point 

of view.  It’s of course important to remember that the 

purpose of the chat is reconciliation – a situation where 

you’re both on good terms again. So going into the discussion 

with all guns blazing is not a favoured method – you’re only 

 
2 See, for example, Mark 9:33-37, 10:35-45, Luke 22:24-27 



likely to put the other person on the defensive.  We should 

also bear in mind Jesus’ teaching at the beginning of the 

chapter, which teaches about humility. So the attitude that 

“I’m right and you’re wrong” isn’t a good frame of mind for 

this sort of difficult conversation. 

So the intention of this first stage of the process is that a 

quiet, respectful one-to-one is to win over the other person 

and finish with a better relationship. Up to this point the 

matter has been private between the two of you – it’s 

absolutely not acceptable to express your unhappiness by 

bad-mouthing the person to others, or making negative 

comments about them behind their back! 

But Jesus recognises that sometimes the other party is 

unwilling to recognise their fault.  Don’t give up, Jesus says. 

See if one or two trusted people can support you in helping 

the other person to see sense.  This way you’ve got another 

person who can bring their independent perspective on the 

problem, and can also vouch for what was said afterwards, 

should the meeting fail to bring about reconciliation. 

I’m guessing that you would only get to the third stage of the 

process that Jesus advocates if the other person is guilty of 

some quite serious wrong-doing. Here Jesus says you should 

“take it to the church”. I’m assuming this means talking to the 

leadership of the church about how they can exercise 

discipline over the offending party, for example by warning 

them that their behaviour is unacceptable and causing harm 

to the atmosphere between people in the church.  If this is 

the case, then it’s really important that the problem is dealt 

with, otherwise other people will get hurt. Most of us hate 



confrontation;  but failure to deal with harmful behaviour is 

irresponsible, and can lead to more people getting hurt, or an 

unhealthy culture of denial or suspicion. If the offender won’t 

listen to others and change his or her behaviour, then, Jesus 

says, you have no option but to exclude them from the life of 

the church – in the first century Jewish context that would be 

treating them like a pagan or tax-collector would be treated. 

Putting it into practice 

For many of us, the process that Jesus advocates for dealing 

with conflicts between members of the church sounds like the 

sort of disciplinary process that you may have known in your 

workplace. In the workplace, there are set procedures for 

dealing with grievances and other issues, and legislation that 

we have to follow. But whatever the context, we can always 

take the main principles of Jesus’ teaching to heart and try to 

apply them to achieve the same results. Remember, the aim 

of the process is not to get your own back on someone, or to 

punish them, but to achieve reconciliation – a restoration of 

the relationship that brings mutual respect and a willingness 

to work together.  That’s what God wants for all relationships, 

including, most importantly, our relationship with him. Jesus 

came to reconcile us sinners to our heavenly Father, as we 

remember week by week in the Eucharist. 

So what about us?  Have you been the person who has been 

hurt by another, but you have avoided saying anything, 

perhaps because you are trying to avoid a confrontation? Or 

perhaps it’s the other way round: you know that someone is 

cross with you, but you don't know what you've done to 

upset them and they won't say? Is there still a chasm 



between you and another person? Perhaps it hurts too much 

to talk about it, or you don't believe they will take your point 

of view seriously, or you simply lack the confidence to have it 

out with them. 

Jesus’ teaching tells us that we need to do what we can to 

mend bridges, and that where it’s difficult we can sensitively 

bring in others to help us.  If you’re not experiencing a 

damaged relationship yourself, it may be that you could be 

the person to support someone else who is trying to resolve a 

conflict. Paul gives a similar instruction in the 12th chapter of 

his letter to the Romans: 

Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right 

in the eyes of everybody. If it is possible, as far as it depends on 

you, live at peace with everyone.3 

We can’t always be successful in mending broken 

relationships, but we should not for that reason give up too 

easily.  Scary though this may seem, Jesus wants us to take 

the initiative to put things right with someone who has 

caused us distress or harm.  Bottling up resentment can sour 

relationships, spoil the atmosphere in a church or place of 

work and ultimately damage the mental health of the person 

who harbours the resentment. 

As we finish, let’s take a moment to consider if there are any 

relationships we have that need some degree of restoration 

or reconciliation, or if there are other people we know who 

are facing this situation and could do with our prayers and 

support. 

 
3 Romans 12:17-18 (NRSV) 



Prayer 

Heavenly Father, you know us better than we know ourselves; 

you hear our thoughts and feel our hurts, confusion and 

anger.  Thank you for sending your Son to bring us back to 

yourself and restore our relationship with you through his 

death on the Cross. Guide us by your Holy Spirit to live at 

peace with all, and give us the confidence and the wisdom to 

be agents of reconciliation in our families, our church, our 

workplaces and the wider world; in the name of the Prince of 

Peace, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

 


