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How to Fight Like Christian      September 10, 2023 

Matthew 18:15-20 

15 “If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault when the 

two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one. 16 But if you 

are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may be 

confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses. 17 If the member refuses to listen 

to them, tell it to the church; and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let 

such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. 18 Truly I tell you, whatever you bind 

on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in 

heaven. 19 Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will 

be done for you by my Father in heaven. 20 For where two or three are gathered in my 

name, I am there among them.” 

 

Most of the time in the Gospels, Jesus speaks in nebulous 

parables, intended to draw us into reflecting on the meaning 

of his words and then to apply these lessons to our lives by 

wrestling with his words. Occasionally, though, Jesus is more direct. This is both good 

and bad news. The good news - these direct instructions are often easier to understand. 

The application is pretty clear. The bad news – these direct teachings leave us little 

wiggle room in terms of interpretation and application. Today’s passage is one of those 

straight-forward teachings of Jesus. He addresses a real issue for most churches – the 

conflict between the imperfect people who make up all churches. And Jesus gives us 

some clear instructions on how to move past our conflicts and back into a place of right 

relationship with one another. As we prepare to dive into this teaching on how to fight 

like a Christian, let us pray… 
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For today’s teaching, Jesus takes it for granted that there will be conflict in our 

churches and in our relationships with each other. This “in-sinning” is assumed but 

cannot be left to chance – maybe they’ll work it out, maybe they won’t. No, Jesus, says, 

it will happen and here is how it needs to be handled. 

 

The irony, of course, is that churches can be the most indirect and passive-aggressive 

places in the world. In the very place where we should love and care for one another 

well, we can gossip, whisper behind closed doors, nurture grudges, and think the most 

unkind things of one another. But because it is the church, we try and deny that any of 

these things exist or can happen here. We fear open and honest conversations that 

have the potential to cause conflict or discord. So we tend to dance around the issue, 

and we pretend all is okay because we don’t believe that we can express our true 

feelings or thoughts. Preparing for this week, I read about an example of this churchy 

niceness. One church was so intimidated by their long-time organist that they couldn’t 

fire her. So they threw her a retirement party. When that did not work, they gave away 

the organ. Avoiding the honest and open conversation did not yield a good end-result 

in that particular church. When we choose the same path, the easier and less direct 

path, then our end results will be the same. 

 

The core practice in today’s passage is forgiveness. The math of forgiveness – how 

many times must we forgive – is next week’s focus as we continue in Matthew’s gospel. 

The act of forgiveness is at the root of the conflict resolution. We find the model for how 

we are to forgive when we look at how God forgives us. Too often we are tempted to 

make forgiveness a product of how we feel – about the situation, about the person, 

about what happened to us. When we do, we are putting ourselves first. 
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In God’s economy, though, forgiveness is not a feeling. It is a choice made in faith. 

Offering forgiveness to another is not a matter of feeling like it. Once in a while we 

might get to that place – but not usually. Offering forgiveness does not usually happen 

when we wait until it is the “right time,” thinking that at some point we will want to 

forgive the other. Jesus implies that that time will not ever come. 

 

Turning to Matthew 18, we see that Jesus spells out conflict resolution in three easy 

steps. “Easy” is a relative term. Yes, easy to understand what Jeus is saying. But it is not 

always easy to actually live out and practice these steps in 

real life. After we have been hurt by another, Jesus says, “Go 

and point out the fault when the two of you are alone.” I 

believe that if we practiced this simple directive on a regular 

basis, it would change the course of Christianity. Before we secretly discussed it with 

others, before we let it build up within our hearts to the point of poisoning us against 

the one who has hurt us, before we try to offer little hints and signals that we are 

waiting for an apology – Jesus says to simply go to the person who has sinned against 

us and let them know how they have hurt us. What a radical concept. Is it fair? Probably 

not. Does it sound like Jesus? Absolutely. Forgiveness is often found at this step. 

 

Yet this first step is hard, isn’t it? There is potential danger in judging others for their sin. 

We fear a harsh backlash. We fear that person throwing one of our sins, past or current, 

back in our face. We fear creating a greater or more public divide. We fear coming off as 

holier-than-thou. And, maybe most of all, we fear that people will start coming to us 

with the stuff we’ve done to hurt them. Then we’d have to repent and then really 

double down on our efforts to live a holy and devout life. I can think of worse things. 

                                   

             t   t the f   t  he 
the t    f       e     e. 
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If having an open and honest conversation fails, then step two in Jesus’ guide to 

conflict resolution is this: “Take one or two others along with 

you.” We need to be careful here. Jesus is NOT saying to go 

find a couple of people to hunker down with during 

fellowship time to talk about this person behind their back. It can be so tempting to try 

to triangulate. We can be tempted to want to get people on “our side.” 

 

Jesus is inviting us to bring in others who he or she might listen to. The proper role of 

involving others is to give some perspective to the issue – one that might even be a bit 

different than our own. Jesus is connecting here to the traditional Jewish way of solving 

conflict and finding resolution. When he invites us to involve others, it is so that “every 

word may be confirmed by the evidence of two or three witnesses.” In these hard but 

open and honest conversations hearing something from another’s perspective might 

speak not only into the heart of the offender, but into our heart as well. 

 

If the person still refuses to listen, then Jesus advises us to 

“Tell it to the church.” While this feels like a big step, it is the 

logical next step. On a slightly smaller level, I would equate 

this to a “family meeting.” Some of you may have grown up in families where this was a 

practice. When a conflict arose or a big decision needed to be made, the family would 

gather together to talk about it. The different perspectives offered by a variety of 

people usually resulted in the best decision for the whole. In practice, this is what Jesus 

has in mind for bringing a conflict before the whole church. Functioning as a family, the 

whole church body would work together to find resolution and forgiveness and a 

restoration of friendship and connection and community. 

                                   

              t   t the f   t  he 
the t    f       e     e. 

       e   e    t    the        
  th    . 

                 

                                   

              t   t the f   t  he 
the t    f       e     e. 

       e   e    t    the        
  th    . 

     e    t t  the  h   h. 
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Considering these steps, it makes me wonder what this teaching would look like when 

lived out at Grace or at most any church in this time. Step 1 

would be to find resolution at the person-to-person level. If 

that failed, because of our organizational structure, conflict 

between people would first seek resolution at the Staff-Parish Relations team. That 

would be step 2 on this slide. 

 

From there, if needed, the next attempt at conflict resolution would have to move to a 

larger body – whether that was the leadership team or the whole church, that would 

depend on the conflict itself. Ultimately, though, Jesus was giving us guidance on how 

to resolve conflict in ways that were open and honest, respectful and authentic, and, 

most of all, loving and kind and gracious. So, why would Jesus want the church to be 

most excellent at conflict resolution? On the practical, internal level, that answer would 

be so that the church and that Christians would be known foremost for their love. 

 

There is also a larger, external reason for Jesus wanting the church to fight well. This is 

what Jesus is talking about when he says in verse 18, “Whatever you bind on earth will 

be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.” If the 

church unleashes a torrent of love and grace and kindness when solving conflicts and 

seeking to restore relationships, then that will be loosed on earth. But if we model less 

than this to the world – if we fight ugly, just as most in the world do – then the world will 

say that we’re just like them. And who needs more of the ugliness? 

 

                                   

              t   t the f   t  he 
the t    f       e     e. 

       e   e    t    the        
  th    . 

     e    t t  the  h   h. 
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The church and the people of God are meant to be lights unto the world, to bring peace 

into the hatred and violence, to be hope in the despair and fear. My friends, our world is 

a mess right now. Please excuse the technical terms. In the big picture, Jesus meant the 

church to be mediator in a world of misunderstandings. In the big scope of things, 

Jesus meant for the church to be peacemaker in a world of passive-aggressiveness. 

 

The closing two verses speak of why we as Christians can be peace and hope and light 

and love and all of those other things that help to resolve conflict well. Verse 19 speaks 

of having the correct focus. Here Jesus promised, “Truly I tell 

you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will 

be done for you by my Father in heaven.” Jesus is assuming 

that when 2 or 3 of us Christians get together, we can figure 

out what those “heavenly things” are that we talked about last Sunday. When we pray 

and then act according to the will and ways of God, then God will come alongside us 

and will aid our efforts and will probably even increase the outcomes of our efforts. 

 

Together, as believers discussing issues and striving for good, godly outcomes, Jesus 

trusts that we will keep our focus on kingdom things. When we do this, there is a better 

and greater promise that will also be fulfilled. In verse 20 Jesus gives us this promise: 

“For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there 

among them.” Jesus will be with us, present to us. Here Jesus 

is talking about being with us in the middle of our conflicts. In 

the middle of our hard conversation and loving efforts at 

reconciliation, there is where Jesus promises to be. That is what brings us the ability to 

be light, peace, hope, love, grace, and mercy. 

       I te         f t    f    
   ee    e  th     t

   th            
 t       e    e f          m 

  the    he  e . 

             

      he e t      th ee   e
  the e     m    me 

I  m the e  m    them. 
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In our discipleship group book, The Jordan River Rules, 

author Robert Morgan speaks of our age-old need to rely on 

God and about the challenge of doing just that. At times the 

situation dictates a reliance on God. Morgan writes in the 

introduction about how the situation the Israelites faced dictated their reliance on God. 

Joshua had just assumed leadership and the people of God were ready to move into the 

future, into the Promised Land. They were ready to step forward. That’s what resolution 

and reconciliation are – steps forward. 

 

There, right in front of the Israelites, was the Jordan River at flood stage. On their own, 

they would never get across the river. It felt insurmountable. Often the places that we 

find ourselves in the midst of a great conflict also feel insurmountable. God is our only 

way through. Joshua and the Israelites looked to God. Drawing from that place of trust 

and faith, God duplicated the miracle that began their journey 40 years prior. God 

parted the river and the Israelites crossed over on dry land. 

“The same God who led them out, led them on” (page XV). 

When we trust in God’s guidance and direction, when we step 

forward in faith, God will lead and guide us as we seek to 

move forward too. 

 

With this kingdom focus and with Jesus’ presence, we will be people who practice and 

model forgiveness and kindness and understanding in a world that needs to once again 

learn how to live these things out. 
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If within these walls we learn to fight well and to resolve 

conflict in loving and considerate and kind ways, then the 

world will want to learn how to fight like a Christian. 

 

Now, will all conflict be resolved if we follow these three easy steps? No. Jesus is honest 

and straight-forward about this too. Just as it is in the world, there will be times when 

the conflict cannot be resolved. One or both parties is so entrenched, or the two 

positions are so polarized that there can be no resolution. Let’s take a look at the last 

part of verse 17 to find Jesus’ guidance on this unfortunate situation. Acknowledging 

that not everyone will be receptive to this Christian remediation of our conflicts, in the 

second half of verse 17 Jesus says, “If the offender refuses to 

listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile 

and a tax collector.” 

 

In the culture of Jesus’ day, the Jews ignored and disrespected the Gentiles and tax 

collectors. They were universally treated as less than, as outsiders, and as unworthy of 

being in God’s presence or in the Jew’s presence. That could be an easy out for us 

today. If the offender won’t come around, then, good, we’re done with them. This does 

not sound, to me, at all like the ways that Jesus treated the Gentiles and tax collectors. 

Argh. Jesus was pretty counter-cultural. When we think of Zacchaeus and Matthew, 

when we think of the woman at the well, we think of how Jesus drew them in, of how he 

met them where they were at, of how he sought to love and care for them and for their 

needs. 

      
     
      

         

 If the   e  e   ef  e  t 
   te  e e  t  the  h   h   et

   h     e  e t          
 e t  e       t       e t  . 
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So when Jesus encourages us to treat the unrepentant offender like a Gentile or tax 

collector, what if Jesus is advising us to take them out to dinner, to accept that the 

particular conflict will not be resolved, and to then seek to find other common ground 

upon which to rebuild the relationship? That sounds a lot like 

Jesus to me. That is how to fight like a Christian.  

 

As we draw near to a close, let us spend a little time considering those times when we 

are the cause of conflict or when we are the ones to hurt another. Augustine, an early 

church father from the 3rd century, said that we humans are naturally “curved inward.” 

While Augustine understood love to be what fulfilled the law of God, he recognized that 

too often we are selfish and, because of that, we hurt others. We are fallen, broken, 

imperfect people living in a world with other fallen, broken, imperfect people. Knowing 

that Jesus gives us some practical steps to resolve conflict first in the church and then 

ultimately in the world, how should we act when we have caused hurt or harm? 

 

We should first humbly and graciously hear the other. We should seek to understand 

how we have hurt or harmed them. We should offer a sincere and heartfelt apology, 

pledge repentance, and seek to make every effort to restore the relationship back to 

where it was before we acted selfishly or pridefully or arrogantly. And then we should 

begin the hard inner work of dying to that ugly part of ourselves. 

 

 To summarize, Jesus teaches us today that the church should be about reducing and 

resolving conflict through direct discussion, accountability, transparency, and trust in 

our faith and in our God. 
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When we fail to use these tools when conflict arises, which it will, then we fail to invite 

Jesus to the table. And when we fail to invite Jesus into the conflicts, conversations, 

and challenges that arise in the church, then we shouldn’t be surprised when we treat 

one another as less than. We will do so because unless we invite Jesus into our midst, 

he will not be there, no matter how many are gathered. And when we fail to fight well 

within the church, why would the world ask us to be at the table when conflict and 

tension arise in our neighborhoods, communities, nation, and world? 

 

To be a witness to Jesus’ love, to be peacemakers and mediators both inside and 

outside of the church, we must learn to solve conflict and to find resolution just as 

Jesus did – with kindness and love and grace and mercy and humility and 

understanding and empathy. These building blocks of our relationship with Christ are 

the building blocks of our relationships with one another. They are also the tools to use 

to find resolution and reconciliation when we have been hurt or when we have hurt 

another. This week, may we be people of kindness, love, grace, mercy, humility, 

understanding, and empathy. May it be so for your and for me. Alleluia and amen. 

 

GPS – Grow, Pray, Study 

1) Grow. Think about times that you’ve worked through conflict. What did you learn 

about yourself? Where did you struggle? How did you grow as a result? 

2) Pray. Is there a place or person of conflict or hurt in your life right now? Seek 

God’s guidance and direction to bring resolution and reconciliation. 

3) Study. Read Luke 17:1-4. How do verses 1-2 add to what Jesus says in verses 3-4? 

Which echoes what we heard from Jesus in Matthew 18:15-20? 


