Fact and Fiction about Forgiveness #9

“Within the Ranks”

Matthew 18:15-17
What makes a church a church?

Is it a steeple on the roof? Pews and a pulpit? Stained glass windows or a cross hanging prominently in view?

No, of course not. We all know that a church is not a building, but a group of people that meet in a building.

But what makes that group of people different from others groups of people? What makes the church distinctive?

The Belgic Confession (1561), which came out of the Protestant Reformation, identifies three characteristics “by which the true church is known.” These marks are (a) the preaching of pure doctrine, (b) the administration of the sacraments, and (c) the exercise of church discipline.
 We can agree that any true Christian church will preach the Word of God (check) and observe the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper (check). But what about the third characteristic? John White pointedly observes,

If there is any truth in the assertions…that the third element of church discipline is required for a true church, we have in the Western world no more than a series of syndicated Christian organizations and clubs, misnamed churches and denominations. They are well organized, well financed, and certainly no one can deny that God the Holy Spirit works through them or that they are a power for good. They even make the occasional token disciplinary gesture. But we may be deceiving ourselves when we call them churches. For certainly any real attempt to regulate the lives of their members is noticeably absent. We cover up. We act with discretion. We are concerned with our public image and our public relations. Our reputation, rather than our testimony, is supremely important to us; so we keep our house reasonably tidy. But the firm, loving discipline of sinning members, so conspicuous in the New Testament, is almost entirely missing. We are the Church of Private People with Private Lives.

To demonstrate this point, in a survey of 439 pastors on the matter of church discipline 50 percent acknowledged situations in their ministry where discipline would have been appropriate but no action was taken. Three major hindrances to the practice of church discipline were mentioned: (a) fear of the consequences or outcome, (b) preference for avoiding disruptive problems, and (c) ignorance of the proper procedures.
In recent years, attempts at church discipline have resulted in heated arguments, congregational splits, and even civil lawsuits. No wonder John Stott concludes, “One of His instructions which is more commonly dis​regarded and disobeyed than others, is found in Matthew 18:15-17.”

Let’s turn to this “disregarded and disobeyed instruction of Jesus and be reminded of it:

If your brother sins against you,﻿﻿ go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over. But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that ‘every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.’﻿ If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector.

Why, you may ask, are we considering this topic as part of a series about forgiveness? This text never mentions forgiveness—in fact, it sounds more like a lack of forgiveness, doesn’t it? Only if we skip to the end of the paragraph. Yes, the last phrase from Jesus’ lips speaks of excluding the offender from the fellowship, but that is the last resort, not the first response. As White comments, “…the exercise described in Matthew 18 is a rescue operation from start to finish. It is designed not to condemn but to reconcile.”
 The goal is forgiveness within the ranks. Even as we have seen the importance of forgiveness from God to us and from us to one another, so there must be forgiveness within the body of Christ.

Church discipline is to be carried out by believers and for believers. The process outlined in Matthew 18 doesn’t describe how we are to engage those outside the fellowship of our brothers and sisters in Christ. Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 5:12-13, “For what have I to do with judging outsiders? Do you not judge those who are within the church? But those who are outside, God judges. Remove the wicked man from among yourselves.” 

How is this different from what we have already considered about forgiving one another? While many of the earlier principles apply here also, the main distinction is that, in this case, the offender has neither confessed nor asked for forgiveness. Perhaps this brother is not aware that he has wronged you, or perhaps he is simply unwilling to rectify the situation. But the goal is always forgiveness. Again, quoting from White,

Jesus’ instructions in Matthew 18 were not to give us a legal weapon to use against someone who hurts us. We approach a brother who has wronged us because we want to forgive him. We cannot bear the estrangement the wrong has caused. If he doesn’t acknowledge his wrong, he cannot of course accept our forgiveness. (Who wants to be forgiven for something he is not guilty of?) The whole point of church discipline is to keep erring brothers and sisters with​in the forgiven, forgiving community, not to “put them in their place” or to “show them where to get off.” And if all measures fail, our hearts still must bear no resentment.

One last point before we look at the procedure Jesus commands. Notice that Jesus was addressing the issue of moral sin—“If your brother sins against you.” Some of our irritations in relationships are simply that—irritations. Many of the irritations in relationships we can forbear. But moral failures can be removed only by apologizing and forgiveness.
 Let’s make sure we are dealing with a matter of morality and not a matter of preference or personal conviction.

Go Privately

The first step in this procedure is to go privately. Jesus says in verse 15, “If your brother sins against you,﻿﻿ go and show him his fault, just between the two of you.” Keep the matter private. Approach the person who sinned and speak with him alone. It is possible that he does not even realize what he has done. Or, even if he did it deliberately, our own attitude of submission and love will help him to repent and apologize.

But is this how an offense within the local congregation is usually handled? Hardly! Stott writes,

A great deal of tension in Christian congregations would be eased if we obeyed this plain command of Jesus: ‘Go and tell him his fault between you and him alone.’ Instead of having the courage to face a person with his fault, frankly but privately, we whisper behind his back and poison other people’s minds against him. The whole atmosphere of the church becomes foul. The best way to open the windows and let in some fresh air is to do what our Lord commanded: to go and tell him his fault privately, and other​wise to keep our lips sealed.

Now instead of the issue being between two people, the offended gets their friends behind them, and in defense the offender gets their friends behind them, and before you know it, you have the Hatfields and McCoys right in the pews! No wonder so many churches split right in half!

The beauty of Christ’s instructions is that they avoid gossip. It is best that in the first instance no one knows about the matter. Publicity might hinder reconciliation. Suppose when you eventually do go you discover you were mistaken? Already you might have done your brother the injustice of spreading a wrong impression about him, a wrong impression that might remain in the confused memory of the person whose advice you sought, even though you later tried to correct it You might get a smile and an, “Oh, I’m so glad you were wrong!” But slander sticks in the memory more easily than correction of slander.

I know that in our age of emails, texting, and messaging, it’s really tempting to try to resolve interpersonal conflicts and to engage in accountability by dropping a few hastily typed words and clicking “send.” But in almost all cases, these are the wrong media. Even a handwritten or typed letter printed and mailed is less than ideal. If an in-person, face-to-face connection isn’t possible, then the next best thing would be a video conference or chat. If that won’t work, then a phone call would be better than a written note. Yes, such personal confrontation is inconvenient. It will take planning, time, energy, and possibly money. And it will be less comfortable than a quickly drafted message through social media. But trust me—it will be worth it, especially if your brother or sister in Christ is convicted and takes steps toward restoration.

There are no shortcuts to obedience. Jesus said to go to the brother. It is not easy or comfortable (at least it shouldn’t be!) but it is necessary as the initial step in the process.

Go Positively

The second step is to go positively. This might seem out of place—even impossible—given the circumstances. After all, this person sinned against us—that’s negative. We are to go and “show him his fault”—that’s negative, too. How can we go positively?

We do that by keeping the goal in mind. Warren Wiersbe puts it this way: “Above all else, go to him with the idea of winning your brother, not winning an argument. It is possible to win the argument and lose your brother.”
 The goal here is forgiveness and restoration, not finger-pointing and retaliation!

Another way of accomplishing this has to do with the way we word our confrontation. In some situations the sin is apparent and there is little or no doubt that the brother or sister has sinned. But it is wise in most initial confrontations to allow for the possibility that the sin is not actual. The person initiating the confrontation should explain his concern and then ask, “Am I understanding this situation correctly? Is there a matter of sin that needs to be dealt with or is there some clarification that can be made?”
 By phrasing it in the form of a question, we allow the other person the opportunity to speak on his own behalf. It is much less threatening, and he is less likely to jump to the defensive.

We must also watch our attitude in this situation. Paul writes in Galatians 6:1, “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.” The word restore in Galatians 6:1 is a Greek medical word that means, “to set a broken bone.”
 If you went to the emergency room with a broken arm or leg, wouldn’t you want the doctors and nurses to treat you gently? They may accomplish the same end by treating it roughly, but we would all appreciate a gentle touch!

If our purpose is constructive, and our spirit meek, an apparently perilous activity will become safe.
 We can diffuse a potentially explosive situation simply by a positive approach. As Stuart Briscoe puts it so well, “In the church there is no shortage of hot heads and cold hearts, and these do not adorn the gospel. We need cool heads and warm hearts if the church is to be disciplined in order to be discipled.”

We need to go positively. We stand a much better chance at getting a positive response from the one who sinned against us. As Jesus says at the end of verse 15, “If he listens to you, you have won your brother over.” Reading between the lines, this means that the brother acknowledges his wrong and asks for forgiveness, which we are then to grant. 
Go Persistently

Finally, we must go persistently. In verse 16 Jesus says, “But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that ‘every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.’﻿” If the initial confrontation does not accomplish restoration, we might be tempted to say, “That’s it! I’ve done my part! I’m finished!” Not so fast, my friend!

Our goal of reconciliation should not be diminished so quickly. We need to be persistent, even as God persistently works on our hearts, even if we do not initially respond to Him.

The offended party is instructed to take one or two people with him and approach the offender again. The idea here is not to gang up on the person, to outnumber him or her in order to intimidate or pressure, but rather so that there may be witnesses of the conversation. These “one or two” ought to be people who are spiritually mature, not ones who are apt to become emotionally involved in the matter, and are as unbiased as possible. In this way, the impact of the offense is limited to a handful of people at most. As Matthew Henry wisely counsels, 

Private admonitions must always go before public censures; if gentler methods will do the work, those that are more rough and severe must not be used. Those that will be reasoned out of their sins, need not be shamed out of them. Let God’s work be done effectually, but with as little noise as may be…
 
The best case scenario is that, when approached either one-on-one or with a few witnesses, the offender and the offended can be reconciled and forgiveness can be granted. This not only enhances the relationship between the two people, but goes a long way in improving the health of the church body.

“But what if that doesn’t work?” you might ask. That is a good question, but one that we will address in the next two messages. Obviously these initially steps do not always accomplish the desired end, and more drastic measures may be required. These are also outlined in the Scriptures.

But let’s not jump to those too quickly. I firmly believe that, if we were to follow these simple commands of Jesus, we would head off so many problems that rock churches to their very foundations.

It seems to me that in churches today the tendency is to steer a wide path around Matthew 18:15-20. When confrontation and church discipline appear on the horizon, Christians often opt to head in the other direction. Whether it’s because of the discomfort of having to confront somebody or the fear of an angry encounter or worries about “invasion of privacy” and legal repercussions, church discipline hasn’t fared well.

Admittedly, confrontation isn’t easy. Nor is it popular. And rarely does it work out nicely and neatly with a smooth transition from step one to step two to step three. Life is messy. Sin is messy. And church discipline is messy. But the church of Jesus Christ is supposed to act not like a business or a club but like a family. Families care enough to confront and to maintain the health of relationships by holding members accountable.

This is why we need to guard against extremes in the application of accountability and the exercise of church discipline. On the one hand, a church can become too severe. It can resemble a strict, harsh, military-like institution that’s demanding, legalistic, and lacking in grace and mercy. On the other hand, a church can become a sort of spiritual country club that has no requirements for membership, no standards of holiness, no biblical boundaries, and a generally soft approach to morality. Neither of these extremes is healthy. A proper balance is key.

To help maintain this essential balance in accountability, we need to practice the principles of Galatians 6:1-2: “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently. Carry each other’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.” Remember, the ultimate objective is restoration, assisting wayward saints through the process of finding healing, hope, personal dignity, and purposeful living.

Is this really necessary? Aside from the fact that our Lord commanded us to do so (which is enough reason alone), Carl Laney points out the negative side,

The church that neglects to confront and correct its members lovingly is not being kind, forgiving, or gracious. Such a church is really hindering the Lord’s work and the advance of the gospel. The church without discipline is a church without purity (Eph. 5:25–27) and power (cf. Joshua 7:11–12a). By neglecting church discipline a church endangers not only its spiritual effectiveness but also its very existence. God snuffed out the candle of the church at Thyatira because of moral compromise (Rev. 2:20–24). Churches today are in danger of following this first-century precedent.

We might argue with John White’s opening statement as to whether we really are a church if we do not practice church discipline according to biblical principles. But there is no argument that any church that refuses to do so may not remain a church for long!
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