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Two men who lived in a small village got into a terrible dispute that they could not resolve. So, 

they decided to talk to the town sage. The first man went to the sage's home and told his version 

of what happened. When he finished, the sage said to him, “You’re absolutely right.” The next 

night, the second man called on the sage and told his side of the story. The sage responded, 

“You’re absolutely right.” Afterward, the sage’s wife scolded her husband. “Those men told you 

two different stories and you told them they were absolutely right. That’s impossible—they can’t 

both be absolutely right.” The sage turned to his wife and said, “You’re absolutely right.”1 

Conflict is as old as civilization and it continues to have a real presence in the world. Conflict is 

part of life. It takes many forms and shapes. It happens at home, with extended family, fellow 

church members, coworkers, neighbors, strangers, etc. 

Conflict is part of human existence; it is part of our relationships. As Ellen Marshall says, “We 

cannot choose whether to be in conflict; but we can choose how to respond to conflict.” Conflict 

is inevitable; the difference lies in the ways we engage in it. 

The Gospel text for this morning is part of one of the five main sermons of Jesus recorded in the 

book of Matthew. Part of the subject of Jesus’s sermon for the day was, “Dealing with Conflict 

Constructively.” But, before Jesus gave the lesson on how to manage conflict in a healthy way, 

the Master answered a question the disciples had. “Who, then, is the greatest in the kingdom of 

heaven?” (Matthew 18:1 NIV). The answer was, “…unless you change and become like little 

children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 18:3 NIV). 

I believe that the question and the answer Jesus provided gives us a significant key to interpret 

Jesus’ next points. This is an important detail, because becoming “like a child is to perceive 

ourselves from a vantage point of dependency; with no illusions of self-grandeur or self-

sufficiency.”2 I believe it to be extremely significant that Jesus framed his lesson on conflict 

management with a call to humility/lowering of status. This is the first thing I learn from Jesus’s 

teaching about conflict: Humility should frame our conversations and interactions. We need to 

possess a humble attitude as we enter into the process of dealing with conflict constructively. 

After Jesus laid out such a vital principle, he taught people how to deal with conflict 

constructively. Then he said to the crowd, “If your brother or sister sins [against you], go and 

point out their fault” (Matthew 18:15 NIV). In other words, if someone does something 
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offensive to you or against you, you better go and tell them. Jesus is saying, “At first, don’t get 

anybody involved! Don’t create a grapevine! Address the situation with the other person when 

the problem is still fresh! Talk to them personally! That’s the best way to deal with conflict! Go, 

point out their fault, BUT remember to do it with HUMILITY!” 

What does it mean to point out faults with humility?  

We have the tendency “to move towards others with an attitude of defensiveness, accusation, and 

blame.”3 Many times, we are unaware of our own emotions, fears, needs, or perhaps the ways we 

have contributed to the conflict.4 Pointing out faults with humility is about conducting a self-

examination and knowing our emotions, fears, and the possible ways we have contributed to the 

dispute/tension. Pointing out faults with humility is about keeping in mind that the goal of 

“pointing out faults” is not accusation, but reconciliation. 

I know this is very hard. We operate in an “accusatory mode” when we are hurting, upset and 

angry. That’s why we need to make prayer and other spiritual practices part of our conflict 

management efforts. Without God’s help, without the guidance of the Holy Spirit, we won’t be 

able to move from “accusation” to “reconciliation.” 

Let’s say that we do a good job of not being accusative. Let’s say we do a good job and humbly 

point out the fault of the other person; yet, our brother or sister doesn’t listen. Jesus said, “move 

to phase two.” Take one or two others along, so that ‘every matter may be established by the 

testimony of two or three witnesses” (Matthew 18:16 NIV). 

At this point, some people (no one from this church for sure) would say, “Yes! Now I get to tell 

someone about the mistake of ‘such and such.’” Remember, you have to take one or two others 

along and do so with humility. Moreover, Jesus said that this group of people are to function as 

witnesses, not lobbyists/campaigners on your behalf. 

The purpose of taking witnesses was to guard against false accusations and hold those in the 

conflict accountable. The risk with this second step of the process is that ‘witnesses’ can be 

misinterpreted by those in conflict to mean individuals who are on “my side.”5 Think about the 

harm that is done when we go around looking for people who will join our fight. Divisions start 

to take place and the problem increases significantly. We need to understand that taking 

witnesses is not recruiting allies. 

When you look for witnesses, you are not looking for people to create a coalition or a camp. 

“The goal of the ‘witnesses’ is not punishment or determining fault, but instead to be engaged 

listeners seeking to discern what is going on and what needs to be done to transform the 
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conflict.”6 Witnesses are people that come alongside to help solve and/or transform the conflict, 

not to make a fight. 

Again, we need to be humble and gentle people in order to manage conflict constructively. We 

need God’s presence to be real and to be manifested in our lives. We need to deny ourselves, 

give up pride and the tempting desire to be always right if we want to deal with conflict in a firm, 

but also healthy way. 

Let’s say that we do a good job of not being accusative. Let’s say we do a good job and humbly 

point out the fault of the other person, while acknowledging our own faults. Let’s say we bring 

witnesses, not allies, and still the other person refuses to listen. Jesus said, “tell it to the 

church; and if they refuse to listen even to the church, treat them as you would a pagan or a tax 

collector” (Matthew 18:17 NIV). 

This is a really tough verse. People have different opinions about it, but let’s take a closer look at 

the composition of the text. So far, we have seen how Jesus is asking us to draw closer to 

offenders and it may seem at first sight that Jesus is saying that after three attempts we should 

give up on the wrongdoer. I think we need to see “the three attempts to win back a sinful 

(wrongdoer) disciple [as] a minimum, not a maximum.”7 Otherwise, the case Jesus is making is 

highly incoherent. 

Think about it! The first three steps in Matthew 18:15-17 have us move toward the offender: (1) 

go to the person, (2) go with witnesses, (3) come to the person with the assembly of believers. 

Now, it seems extremely inconsistent to suddenly move away in the final step. 

I don’t believe Jesus is asking us to give up on people or ignore them as gentiles and tax 

collectors. I don’t believe that simply because Jesus did the opposite. He sought out the company 

of Gentiles and tax collectors. Jesus sat at the table with them. Did they have differences? Of 

course! However, that did not prevent Jesus from having fellowship with them. 

Why is it important to learn how to deal with conflict constructively? 

Dealing with conflict constructively is the spiritual work of the church. Without denying the pain 

deep-rooted in conflict, I would say that, depending on how one chooses to respond to it, conflict 

could be a positive thing. It could be a well for transformation rather than a wall.8 Conflict 

provides the setting for godly virtues to be sharpened and practiced beyond the comfort of a 

friendly environment. 
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It could be relatively easy to show love, kindness and compassion in an amiable atmosphere. 

Yet, being loving and compassionate in the midst of heated disagreements is difficult indeed. 

Thus, conflict provides a unique and critical platform for Christians to share the fruit of the Spirit 

with others. This practice is a wonderful way to witness Christ’s love to a “used-to-violence” 

world.9 It is amid conflict where Christians can exercise the ministry of reconciliation which 

Christ has given to all believers.10 

Jesus concluded this teaching by saying: “Whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, 

and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven” (Matthew 18:18 NIV). 

As the Church of Jesus Christ, we have been given authority. We need to use that authority to 

bind hostility and antagonism, and to loosen communication, humility, kindness, self-awareness, 

self-control and love, knowing that our actions have an impact beyond the here and now. 

“Again, truly I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything they ask for, it will be 

done for them by my Father in heaven. For where two or three gather in my name, there am I 

with them” (Matthew 18:19-20 NIV). 

In its proper context, this scripture means: if you agree with someone else on working out your 

differences, with humility, you can be sure that my Father in heaven will make sure that things 

work out for you. For I am always in the midst of those who seek healing, wholeness, and 

restoration; enabling them to accomplish their goals. Amen. 
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