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July 15, 2018 

“If Your Brother Sins Against You” 
Matthew 18:15-20 

FCF:  Combat search-and-rescue > need clear but uncertain how 
PROPOSITION:  (magnet) The means of the Lord’s love for His own is astonishing. 
 (anchor) We need to carefully heed them. 

SCRIPTURE INTRODUCTION: 
 The Christian life, rightly understood, is not escape but warfare.  It is not a picnic but a 
battle - not against flesh and blood but the world, the flesh, and the devil.  As Jesus’ kingdom 
advances, retaking enemy-held territory, there will surely be sin and setbacks, falls and failures.  
Yet our bonds demand “no man left behind.”  In this fight, each of us is responsible for all of us. 
 In many ways, the church must recognize itself to be a “combat search-and-rescue” team, 
committed to rescue those who go astray.  But, at a practical level, what does that look like? 
SCRIPTURE READING:  Matthew 18:15-20 
PRAYER FOR ILLUMINATION 
SERMON INTRODUCTION: 
 How do we gauge the worth of a thing to another?  By the trouble they take to protect or 
recover it.  The city of Pompeii was covered in volcanic ash 2,000 years ago and archeologists 
continue to make discoveries at the site.  A recent one was a skeleton without a head.  And where 
the head should have been was a giant stone block.  This had to be “the world’s unluckiest man” 
- killed by this rock as he fled Mt. Vesuvius.  But there is a bit more to the story (READ quote):   

(The) team kept digging after making the discovery.  They eventually found the skull in a tunnel that had been opened during a previous 
excavation.  And it turned out the man had been asphyxiated.   
The tunnel where the intact skull was found also revealed the sometimes-sloppy work of previous generations.  Back then, they'd often 
bore through walls looking for precious items.  Today's process is much slower and more methodical, even sifting through what had been 
discarded in previous excavations… 
They now use hammers that record wave velocity to detect how the ancient walls are holding up now that they're exposed to the 
environment.  And laser-scanners and drones record what they find and where they find it so it can be passed down to future generations 
of archeologists. 

It’s amazing stuff.  But why go to all the trouble?  Why not just bore through the walls?  Well, 
again, it has to do with the value of the find and the desire to preserve it, to protect and recover it. 
 We see a similar thing when we consider the Bible’s teaching on conflict resolution and 
personal peacemaking.  There’s trouble to be taken because of what is at stake.  That’s what 
Matthew 18 is about.  We start in vv.1-9 with how we are to think of ourselves.  Then, in vv.
10-14, who we belong to.  All of which makes clear the Lord cares for His own through His own.   
 Last week, we saw that the Lord’s love for His own is astonishing and He wants our 
hearts to be captured by that.  This week, we see something that pushes that even further.  The 
means of the Lord’s love for His own is astonishing.  And we need to carefully heed them. 
 What are those means?  First, a necessary process.  And, second, the necessary assurance. 
I. A NECESSARY PROCESS 
 Let’s start with the necessary process.  This is often referred to as discipline.  Now, there 
are two types of discipline.  The first is formative - ordinary time in the Word, prayer, worship, 
and fellowship.  Then there is restorative - when we are off track, not living as God calls us. 
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A) Privately 
 That’s what Jesus has in mind here.  And it begins privately (READ Matthew 18:15). 
1. The world’s counsel 
The world’s counsel here is tolerance, to mind our own business.  “Who am I to say anything?” 
2. Jesus’ command 
But Jesus’ command is, if we see someone ensnared in sin, we are to go to them.  A few other 
things.  This is about sin - not annoying behavior or bruised feelings.  We are to go - not sit and 
sulk.  And we are to go privately, allowing for dialogue without causing unneeded defensiveness. 
B) Witnesses 
 But if that fails, we have to then move to the next stage (READ Matthew 18:16). 
1. The world’s counsel 
The world’s counsel here is to tell everyone about it.  Blow it up on social media, if you like. 
2. Jesus’ command 
But Jesus’ command is, if we can’t resolve it one-on-one, to get others involved in a wise and 
appropriate manner - possibly as witnesses of the offense, certainly of the reconciliation efforts. 
C) The Church  
 If that fails, then the larger body becomes involved (READ Matthew 18:17a). 
1. The world’s counsel 
The world’s counsel would be to say, “We’ve done all we can.  Let’s drop it.”  Which does what?  
It allows the damage to continue and to spread even further.  Which is hardly helpful at all. 
2. Jesus’ command 
Jesus’ command is to expand the circle and recruit people who can help.  Not by standing up and 
making an announcement on Sunday morning but by involving the elders of the church. 
D) The Aftermath 
 And, after all that, there is still yet one more step to be taken (READ Matthew 18:17). 
1. The world’s counsel 
The world’s counsel here is, “Judge not, lest you be judged.”  A greatly misunderstood text.  This 
is to let people go without any kind of warning.   Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, (READ Bonhoeffer 
quote), “Nothing is more cruel than the tenderness that consigns another to his sin.  Nothing is 
more compassionate than the severe rebuke that calls a brother back from the path of sin.” 
2. Jesus’ command 
Jesus’ command is, if things have unfolded in this way, not to treat this person as a member in 
good standing of the church but to help them see their relationship with Him is in jeopardy.  This 
is what is referred to as “excommunication” and it is for their sake.  In fact, it is also for the sake 
of the rest of the body and our testimony to the community.  The idea being, “You are living as 
an unbeliever.  You are forcing us to then treat you as such.  But we want to win you back.” 
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 These steps, this process of discipline, is necessary out of faithfulness to Christ. 
Illustration: 
 This may sound harsh.  And, as with any good thing, it can be abused.  But think with me.  
We admire parents who consistently teach their children and bring loving correction as needed.  
We value music teachers who bring out the best in students, pointing out their errors.  We love 
having our kids taught by coaches who push them to their limits, showing them their mistakes. 
 We admire, value, love discipline in all these areas.  Should we not here as well? 
Application: 
 A few more things worth noting in terms of understanding and application.  As we think 
about these steps and stages, there is a pattern at work.  That is, an expansion of the circle of the 
people involved but a commitment to keep that circle as small as possible for as long as possible. 
 Another thing would be the goal and purpose throughout.  It is for the other party to listen 
and to be gained, to be won and recovered.  The desire is never punitive but always restorative.  
It is never to punish but to rescue.  This is not an ambivalent hatred but an engaging love. 
 One more thing, the impulse throughout (READ Matthew 18:14).  To walk through these 
steps is nothing less than to imitate our Father’s care.  And to be instruments in His hands.   
 The means of the Lord’s love for His own is astonishing.  We must carefully heed them. 
II. THE NECESSARY ASSURANCES 
 Fortunately, this necessary process comes with necessary assurances.  Which is so vital 
when you consider the heavy responsibility this entails.  And, frankly, the difficulties as well. 
A) The Pronouncement of the Father 
 There are two things.  First, the pronouncement of the Father (READ Matthew 18:18-19). 
1. The expressions 
The expressions may be puzzling but think about them.  To bind is to forbid entry.  To loose is to 
permit entry.  We see the same images in chapter 16, connected to the proclamation of the gospel.   
2. The authority 
The implication being this is a real but delegated authority granted to the leaders of the church.  
They are not speaking on their own behalf but the Lord’s.  The verb tenses are important.  Where 
it says “shall be” bound or loosed in heaven, that is to be understood as “shall have been”.  
Meaning that, in such a process, we are only asserting what has already been asserted by Jesus. 
3. A reiteration 
And that is bolstered by a reiteration (READ Matthew 18:19).  This is a particular promise for a 
unique context.  It is not a blank check but everything hoped for by those engaging in this rescue. 
B) The Presence of the Son 
 We have the word of the Father.  And the presence of the Son (READ Matthew 18:20). 
1. An assertion 
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Note first the assertion, this implied statement of deity.  Well worth our noting and pondering. 
2. A guarantee 
And then the guarantee.  How can we be sure the Father will act in this way?  We can be sure of 
this because Jesus Himself is involved in this process right alongside us.  Which is astonishing. 
 Do you see?  This necessary process is bolstered by this necessary assurance.  
Illustration: 
 Think trail angels.  The full Appalachian Trail is a 2,184 mile trip.  Along the way, there 
are locals who will fill coolers with refreshments and leave them for hikers.  Which can be vital.  
There are scores of stories, dramatic tellings, of those whose stamina was spent and these angels. 
Application: 
 The assurance of the Father’s proclamation and the Son’s presence are like trail angels.  
When we face the grade and rigor of the journey, they are the only things that give the stamina 
that is needed.  Think of the obstacles on this trail, the barriers we face on such rescue missions.  
 First, there is past experience.  We’ve seen discipline abused so we’re hesitant.  But none 
at all is no solution.  It just needs to be done well.  Second, we bow too deeply at the altar of 
comfort and ease.  We see the church and our very lives as a boat and we don’t want anything 
rocked.  But the church is not a cruise ship.  It’s a battleship.  And, third, we’re just afraid.  We 
panic at the thought of resistance or rejection.  So past abuse, love of comfort, and selfish fear. 
 How we need such trail angels, this pronouncement and presence, to meet such obstacles.  
Again, the means of the Lord’s love for His own is astonishing.  We must carefully heed them. 
CONCLUSION: 
 I’m assuming that most of you know something about the rescue of those 12 members of 
a soccer team and their coach who survived 18 days in that flooded cave in northern Thailand.  
More and more details are coming out about the boys and the rescue efforts (READ quote): 

Master Sgt. Derek Anderson, a 32-year-old rescue specialist with the U.S. Air Force based in Okinawa, Japan, led a U.S. team that 
provided technical assistance for the rescue effort.  He said the evacuation involved about 100 people inside the cave, with dozens of 
people attending to each boy.  He said divers practiced their techniques in a swimming pool with local children of the same height and 
weight as the trapped boys.  As they passed through the narrow passageways in the cave, the boys sometimes journeyed through rocky 
sections and places so narrow only one diver could escort each one. 
“The world just needs to know that what was accomplished was a once in a lifetime rescue that I think has never been done before,” said 
Anderson, a native of Syracuse, N.Y., who grew up in Ecuador as the son of Assembly of God missionaries.   “We were extremely 
fortunate that the outcome was the way it was.” 

It was an amazing rescue through extraordinary effort.  Those boys and their coach were trapped, 
endangered, and hurting.  Yet freed by the sacrificial actions of others willing to get involved. 
 But, my friends, there are situations like that around us everyday.  They are nowhere near 
as dramatic.  No news crews will be found.  But the need for others to intervene is just as real.   
 (READ Matthew 18:14) The Lord’s love for us is that astonishing.  Such is His love for 
us.  A love that will not let us go.  Unmatched by anything but its means - this clear process and 
great assurances - astonishing and wondrous, vital and necessary.  May we carefully heed them.   
PROPOSITION:  (magnet) The means of the Lord’s love for His own is astonishing. 
 (anchor) We need to carefully heed them.


