
The Arithmetic of Matthew 18:16 
Rev. G. Lubbers 

 
 

"But if he will not hear thee, then take with thee one or two more, that in the mouth of two or 

three witnesses every word may be established ” 

Jesus is very much concerned about the little ones of his flock. Not one of them must ever 

be offended by us. Such little ones are not simply little children who have not yet come to the 

years of discretion; babes at their mother’s breasts, but they are those who repent from their sins, 

and walk humbly with God. And God does not desire that any of these should perish. Our 

heavenly Father cares for them, and His angels always behold the face of God. And these angels 

stand in the service of these little ones. 

However, sometimes the little ones of God fall into sin. That, too, may be your experience. 

And, again, you may experience sometime that some brother will actually sin against you. What 

must you do then? There are two extremes which can be followed in such a case. On the one 

hand you may then shrug the shoulder and condescendingly say: Oh, I consider the source. Think 

nothing of it. On the other hand you might feel deeply hurt by it and use undue and unbrotherly 

severity toward him who sins against you. Now the golden mean between these two is not a 

worldly middle- in-the-road position. How could that be a cure for the ill? Christ says that we 

must confess our sins; we must repent from the same. That is true, young people, in general; 

however, this is particularly true when the brother has sinned against you. Then you must at all 

costs be like the shepherd who goes and seeks the wandering sheep, and rejoice as did the  

the shepherd in Jesus' parable when he finds his sheep. This shepherd takes this sheep upon his 

shoulder and carries him back to the fold. Thus there is rejoicing in heaven when one sinner, who 

has gone astray, returns to the fold. The angels which do always behold the face of God rejoice. 

In case our brother has sinned against us, we must go and see him alone. He must convict 

him of sin against God. But go to him we must. And if he hear us we have gained a brother to 

God. He who is instrumental in having one sinner repents, saves a soul from death and covers a 

multitude of sins. 

Sometimes we do not succeed in gaining a brother by visiting him. Then we must go again. 

Only this time we must take witnesses with us. it is at this point that we must pay close attention 

to Jesus’ arithmetic. No, one does not need to know "modem math” to understand it. We must 

know the simple fact that the word of two or three witnesses shall stand, and that upon such a 

number of witnesses” every' word” may be established. Yes, we must give good heed to the 

arithmetic here. This is necessary because this is a fundamental law with God. Even Jesus 

needed to have a witness to attest to the truth which he preached. Says he in John 8:16, 17, 18, 

“And yet if I judge, my judgment is true: for I am not alone, but I and the Father that sent me. 

It is also written in your law, that the testimony of two men is true. I am one that bear witness of 

myself, and the Father that sent me beareth witness of me.” Now if Jesus who is a sinless man, 

and who could not lie, must have a witness, how much more must we who are poor sinners, and 

who are inclined to all evil, even after we have received the grace of regeneration, have 

witnesses.  Watch that arithmetic, young people! 

For Jesus says here in effect that no one of us is a competent witness except we have one to 

witness of us. Then we too are a witness, but only then. It is rather interesting that Jesus makes 

some simple addition of arithmetic. He used it also; he knew the law of numbers. He knew that 



one and one makes two, and that one and two makes three. Did you notice that He says in Mat-

thew 18:16 that we must take one or two witnesses with us that in the mouth of two or three 

witnesses every word may be established. If I take one with me, then, I eventually have two 

witnesses, and if I take two witnesses with me, then, I eventually get three witnesses. Simple 

arithmetic, isn’t it? Yet, it is divine justice. 

Now let’s start all over again. God does not allow one man to stand in witness against any 

brother. The testimony of one man may be simply self-serving. Two may also lie, and so may 

three. But not so easily. Besides, let us remember the commandment of God, “Thou shalt not 

bear false witness against thy neighbor." 

But the arithmetic of Matthew 18:16 is important, young people. It is important in the civil 

courts of our land. It is equally important in the church of Jesus Christ. Learn your arithmetic 

well, covenant youth, and employ it in the church. It is not only meant to be used by misers 

ingathering their shekels, or in the measure and beat of music, or in the numbering of the stars of 

the heavens, or even in numbering our days. It is meant to be used in measuring the holy place of 

God. And in the holy place of God the arithmetic of Jesus fits as he spoke in Matthew 18:16. 

Will you take a second look at this arithmetic? 

Let’s go over it again. We are often yet in the kindergarten in these matters. One and one 

makes two, and one and two makes three! Thus, we arrive at two or three witnesses, in whose 

mouth every word shall be established. 
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