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Overview 

Chapter’s 16-20 of Matthew’s gospel account offers the Lord’s perspective into a diverse array 
of challenging topics, several of which include: Must we deny ourselves to follow Jesus Christ 
(Matthew 16:21-28)? Should unjust taxes be paid (Matthew 17:24-27)? Who will be the 
greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven (Matthew 18:1-5)? What is the correct biblical response to 
sin within the Church (Matthew 18:15-17)? When is divorce valid according to Jesus (Matthew 
19:1-12)? Can a rich man enter heaven (Matthew 19:16-30)? 
 
With powerful topics such as these being addressed directly by our Lord and Savior, we should 
take heed to his teachings for the Church through Matthew’s account. I invite you all to read 
Matthew 16-20 in your copy of the Lord’s Word, and I trust God will teach us all abundantly! I 
will, however, focus upon the Church’s response to sin within the Church this week, and I pray 
now in the name of Jesus that God uses this entire set of chapters to build us up as a body of 
believers! 
 

Matthew 18:1-5: Agape Love through Correction 
 

Revelation 3:9 – “Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest and repent.” 
 
Revelation 3:9 was chosen to open this study because God’s approach to the Church in 
identifying sin, disciplining His children specifically, and calling for repentance is a method 
borne out of love. God is the Good Father, seeking to strengthen us and build us up in the faith, 
not to tear us down. This is a key concept because when the Matthew 18:15-17 process is 
applied without love or biblical understanding, the results can spell disaster for relationships, 
familial bonds, or even an entire congregation. 
 

Verse 18:15 – “If your brother or sister sins, go and point out their fault, just between the 
two of you. If they listen to you, you have won them over.” 

 
Ok then! “If your brother or sister sins, go and point out their fault….” The context of the 
passage strongly implies this is in reference to a Christian brother or sister and not merely flesh 
and blood. I state this because in latter verses within this passage the Church is referenced as a 
mediator. Can this apply to a non-believer and a Christian alike? Absolutely! The issue one will 
quickly discover however is that if verse 15’s approach is not successful, and verse 16 is not 
successful, an unbeliever will likely not want to participate in Church mediation. Could it 
happen? Yes, stranger things have happened. Even so, we are looking at Christian-to-Christian 
relationships for the purpose of this Bible reading study. 
 
What then is “Sin” within the context of this passage? Is it some new rule or ordinance we like 
the Pharisees have set up as an undeniable truth? I say this half-jokingly because I do not 



believe we are like the Pharisees, but humans are always at risk of becoming like them when 
we seek to create new rules and ways of translating behaviors we dislike into the biblical 
definition of sin.  
 
So, perhaps ask yourself a few questions here: Is not wearing white clothes at church a sin? 
How about if a person were too busy in a separate Church duty to feed the poor? The first issue 
may sound strange or silly to us, but did you know that there are actually churches out there 
who believe just such a thing? In that specific situation, Revelation 3:5’s statement about 
overcomers wearing white clothing is applied (I personally believe incorrectly, but they don’t). 
The second issue is one which is taken directly from Acts 6:1-7, and for the sake of clarity, that 
situation was not noted as being inherently sinful. Strange, no? Not having time to help feed 
poor people is not sinful? Well, those who were approached were already given to the ministry 
of prayer and distribution of God’s word. We can only do so much as individuals, and this is why 
we must work together as the body of Christ. The point I am attempting to make with these 
examples is that local church bodies may hold different views on how they are to conduct 
themselves. Let us be sure to correctly differentiate between local church ordinances and God’s 
commandments for His Church given through apostolic teaching when it comes to sin. 
 
So, what is sin? Romans 7:7 details sin as the violation of God’s law. Paul again details the 
opposite of sin in much simpler terms when he remarks that all the law is fulfilled when a 
person loves their neighbor as themselves (Galatians 5:14). James however… James makes it 
even easier! James’ epistle simplifies the matter for us by stating, “If anyone, then, knows the 
good they ought to do and doesn’t do it, it is sin for them” (James 4:17, New International 
Version). Do note: Sin here in this passage is the intentional act of doing wrong, but whether we 
sin knowingly or unknowingly, sin is still sin and without Christ’s forgiveness a person will be 
held accountable. Paul writes, “I had not known sin, but by the law” (Romans 7:7, New 
International Version), but he does not state that we are guiltless of sins committed through 
ignorance. Times may change, laws may change, nations come and go, but the perfect will of 
God for His Church has remains. We should look to His instructions for guidance in all matters, 
and this is why it is especially important for us a family in Christ to help one another when sin is 
made manifest. It may be that the person is willfully sinning, but it may also be that the person 
is completely unaware of their fault. Both are within the scope of the Matthew 18:15-17 
passage. 

 
Psalm 19:12-13 – “But who can discern their own errors? Forgive my hidden faults. Keep 
your servant also from willful sins; may they not rule over me. Then I will be blameless, 
innocent of great transgression.” 

 
“If someone sins, go and point out their fault....” How so should we obey the command to go? 
Just between the two of you. This is clearly implying when we see a brother or sister sin, we 
should attempt to deal with it in a private manner. We should go to our brother or sister in love 
rather than with a stone in our hands. We want to help them, not see them turn away from 
God. The goal here is not to cruise through the first and second steps so we can see a person 



humiliated in front of an entire congregation. The goal is to see God’s will fulfilled in the lives of 
believers.  
 
“If they listen to you, you have won them over….” Ideally, the person has sinned and when the 
issue is brought to them in private, they say, “Wow…you’re right! I will stop doing that, I am 
sorry brother/sister. I am sorry God!” But things are not always so simple, are they? We know 
this through experience on our own part as sinners, and also through experience in trying to 
help others, right? Right! 
 

Verse 18:16 – “But if they will not listen, take one or two others along, so that ‘every 
matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.’” 

 
Now a person has sinned, and they refuse to repent when approached in private. What is to be 
done? Go with a motive of love. Go to them in the hopes that they repent. Only, this time go 
with one or two additional witnesses. There is strength in numbers backed by the name of 
Jesus, and in this case, it will help dispel any doubts the person may have about whether what 
they are doing is actually sinful or not. Often times the person approached in private will not 
repent because they genuinely do not believe what they have done is considered sin. With two 
or more witnesses that person may think to themselves, “Ok, I may actually be wrong here,” 
and repent. Moreover, if they know they are sinning and refuse to repent, two or three 
witnesses have observed the issue. 
 
I need to be very careful here. We should never engage in witch hunts, nor should our primary 
purpose in life be set towards the discovery of sin. There is no need for this behavior, and it will 
only serve to harm those we should be loving. When sin is present, people will know. It sticks 
out like a sore thumb. One might ask, “Shouldn’t we just worry about ourselves?” Well, let me 
propose a situation. We as a body of believers have openly declared our faith in the Lord Jesus 
and given over our will to God to obey and follow Him in all matters, right? Now, hypothetically 
(for the record, this is not happening at FBC): A married pastor has chosen to have a girlfriend 
in addition to his wife. Not one, but three girlfriends. When the issue is discovered, should it 
not be addressed? It can also be said that the test here is not only whether or not the pastor 
will do the right thing when approached, but will the congregation do the right thing in trying to 
help that person turn from sin when the issue is known? 
 

Verse 18:17 – “If they still refuse to listen, 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.’” 

 
When verse 15 and 16 are followed and the person still refuses to repent, verse 17 implores us 
as believers to bring the issue before the church body. 
 
 
 
 
 



Reflection 
We were no better than pagans and tax collectors before we were saved. Even after we 
believed on and called upon the Lord Jesus, we have gone astray at least to some degree. I am 
confident that I have missed the mark of God’s holy nature since being saved, but I am thankful 
for His correction through the Church. On a personal level, it is God loving me. He corrects us 
because He loves us and wants the best for us. Remember that truth if you are ever in a 
scenario where you must confront sin in a brother or sister’s life. We should do unto others as 
we would have done to ourselves. Do good always and do so out of love. A lot of people 
wanted to stone the adulteress in John 8:3-11, but Christ loved her and did not condemn her. 
He did, however, advise her to stop sinning. God is not calling us to throw stones in this age. We 
are the stones: Lively stones made without hands, fastened to one another as the temple of 
God upon the chief cornerstone which is Jesus Christ, the Lord. 

“The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. 
Instead he is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, 

but everyone to come to repentance.” – 2 Peter 3:9 
 

“For my Father’s will is that everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him shall 
have eternal life, and I will raise them up at the last day.” – John 6:40 


