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“Take heed to yourselves: If thy brother trespass against you. .. .” Luke 17:3 

 

There was a young minister, who soon after his arrival in his first congregation met up with a 

parishioner who strongly disliked him. The man refused to talk to him. What made matters even 

worse was, that while this minister was preaching his opponent sat shuffling his feet and making 

all kinds of disturbances to express his disapproval. At first he did this from the back of the 

church, but later even took the front seat, in order to express his disgust where everyone could 

see. This pastor approached his elders one day to speak about this unruly member. The elder told 

him something that he never forgot, “Remember, Reverend, that this is also one of your sheep.” 

Offences do arise, even in the church, in the Christian school and in the Christian home. It is 

impossible for sinful saints, who by nature are still inclined to all evil, to live together without 

rubbing each other the wrong way, hurting each other, and wronging each other, even causing 

the other party to sin. 

If nothing is done about this, the sting and the hurt remain. Resentment grows like an ugly 

festering sore, or like a cancer. A barrier is created, which rises higher and higher as resentment 

grows into bitterness, bitterness into distrust, backbiting and hatred. As one person put it, "I 

never killed anyone, but I must admit that I was happy when some person died.” Yet even 

though one may think that he was never guilty of murder, words can cut deeper than the sword, 

slander can be more destructive than outright murder. 

It is of little wonder that the world finds no solution to their problems. Children build up 

resentments against their parents or teacher, which results in a bitterness that makes it impossible 

to act decently toward their elders. Schoolmates avoid each other, give them looks of scorn, talk 

behind their backs about them, arousing suspicion and distrust in the hearts of their schoolmates. 

The trouble is, that these evil gossipings are so hard to forget. Years later these evil tales, true or 

untrue, came back to mind. No wonder that children, after they get a bit older, leave home. No 

wonder that husbands and wives find each other unbearable, accuse one another of mental 

cruelty, and flee for an escape to the divorce court. Separation, so it is said, in spite of all the 

trauma involved for them and for their children, is still better than living in a house filled with 

hatred. No wonder that the daily papers never fail to report stabbings, shootings and other forms 

of cold-blooded murder. The world of sin knows no solution for its problems. 

Jesus warns us: Take heed to yourselves! That is, beware! Be on your guard! 

This requires a bit of soul-searching, of self-examination. A good look at ourselves in the 

mirror of God’s Word, especially when problems arise between us and others, helps us to see in 

how far we may be responsible for the rift that has arisen in our lives. We can far more readily 

see the splinter that is in our brother’s eye than the mote that is in our eye. Our sinful inclination 

is always to excuse ourselves and condone our actions, even if we have to lie awake at night to 

think of excuses. It is true that some people readily offend, whether by their proud attitude, their 

sharp criticisms, or some other miserable fault. On the other hand, there are also people who are 

thin-skinned. They live a miserable life, because they are so often offended by the slight or 

words of others. There are people who always seem to be carrying a chip on their shoulders. I 

suppose that I could mention many more. All kinds of people are found also in the church. At 

best, we are all sinful saints. Whenever an offence arises we should ask: In how far am I to 



blame? How did I help to bring this about? What could I have done to prevent it? Instead of 

licking our wounds and feeling sorry for ourselves, we must honestly review the whole sorry 

experience, and certainly not stare ourselves blind on the guilt of others, while we minimize our 

own part in the trouble. 

The next step is to beware lest we fall into even worse sins. One sin so readily leads to 

another. David committed the sin of adultery and tried to cover it up with murder. For a whole 

year he struggled with a guilty conscience until the prophet Nathan pointed the finger at him: 

Thou art the man! Scripture speaks of a whole series of sins that so readily arise when there is 

already a barrier of sin between us and another member of the church. It speaks of bitterness, and 

wrath (raging), and anger, and clamor (fighting), and evil speaking, along with all malice. All of 

these, the Word of God tells us, we must put away. Ephesians 4:31. 

The third step is to take a good look at the wrong that was done to us. Was the wrong done to 

us only, or to God? It may be that our pride was hurt. It may be that we took offence to some 

slur, some snide remark, some mistreatment, whether deliberately done or inadvertently. Often 

our personal pride causes us to make a mountain out of a mole hill. Maybe we were offended 

more by what was done to us than by the sin that was committed against God. The hurt to us may 

be painful enough, but the more serious question is, did the offender sin against God? It is very 

well possible, that a sin, for example, may have been committed against the ninth commandment, 

whereby our good name was dragged through the mud, our reputation was seriously hurt, our 

family and our future were damaged by the sin committed. This makes it a matter for Christian 

discipline. 

But Christian discipline, as you very well know, belongs to the forgotten chapters of the 

Bible. It undoubtedly is better that I say, the neglected chapters, rather than the forgotten 

chapters. Yet Christian discipline is the special God- given privilege of the believer to remove 

any barrier that may arise between fellow believers. The world knows nothing about this, 

because they deny the cross. But it is our unique privilege to meet as believers at the foot of the 

cross, whether as husband and wife, parents and children, brothers and sisters, classmates, or 

whoever. At the foot of the cross two sinners, who realize their own sin and misery, can confess 

their own sins committed against the Most High Majesty of God. That makes it easy to swallow 

our pride, humbly take the mote out of our own eye, while we help the offender to take the 

splinter out of his eye. There, looking up to the crucified Savior who laid down His life to save 

us miserable sinners from condemnation, it becomes easy to find forgiveness, make 

reconciliation, and rejoice in what God has done for us in His forgiving mercies in Christ Jesus! 

I already hear the objection, this is easier said than done. I know that. But “Thus saith the 

Lord”. 

I refer, of course, first of all, to the passage of Scripture in Matthew 5:23-24, that tells us, 

that, if I may put it that way, when we are on our way to church and are reminded that someone 

has something against us, we turn about, and first reconcile with the brother. That lays the 

responsibility directly at my doorstep, even though I am not the offended party. 1 may have seen 

or heard that the brother (or sister) has something against me. He may be right or wrong, but I 

know that it bothers him to the extent that he cannot worship with a free conscience. I may not 

hide behind the excuse that if he has anything against me he had better come and tell me. That 

will not help me, if I sit in church and seek in vain for a blessing. It is my obligation to go to him 

and remove that obstacle as fast as I can. Even before matters grow worse, as Jesus points out in 

the verses that follow. 

The other passage I already referred to before. This is found in Luke 17:1-5. There Jesus tells 



us that it is impossible among sinful saints that offences should not arise. (The word for offences, 

from which our word ‘scandal’ comes, means literally ‘to lay a snare’, ‘to put a stumbling block 

in someone’s way’, and thus cause someone to sin). Yet, Jesus goes on to say, even if offences 

are bound to arise among us, woe to that man who is guilty of putting a snare, or laying a 

stumbling block on our way. It were better for that man that he be killed, that a millstone be tied 

about this neck and he be cast into the sea, rather than that he should cause one of Christ’s little 

ones to stumble into sin. Upon that Jesus admonishes us: Take heed to yourselves. Beware. Keep 

a sharp look-out for yourselves, for you are also sinful persons who can readily offend one of 

God’s children. Whereupon He instructs us: “If thy brother trespass against thee, rebuke him; 

and if he repent, forgive him.’’ That erases the slate clean. “And if he trespass against thee seven 

times a day, and seven times in a day turn again to thee, saying, I repent; thou shalt forgive him.” 

No wonder that the disciples, upon hearing that - seven times a day - pleaded with the Lord: We 

need a lot of faith for that, “Lord, increase our faith.” 

Who can live up to such a high standard of forgiveness and mercy? Only he who by the grace 

of God knows that God must forgive him for more than seven times a day, even every hour, 

every minute, every second of his sinful life. 

This is entirely in harmony with the completely neglected passage in Matthew 18:15-17. 

There Jesus meets the common argument, what if I go to the guilty party and he makes a fool of 

me? What if he won’t listen? What if he refuses to confess his wrong? True, that does not make 

matters easier for us, but it does not give us an escape from our responsibility. The first road we 

took to point out his wrong to him was a steep one. The next road is still steeper. Jesus tells us to 

go to him again, and again. Even to take witnesses along with us, to show that we are in the right 

and he is in the wrong. And, if all that should fail, the sin has grown to a point where it becomes 

a consistory matter. 

Easy? No. A privilege? Yes! For it is the only way that the barrier of sin can be broken down, 

reconciliation can be attained through the blood of the cross. We are delivered from the snares of 

sin and God is glorified! 
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