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Moreover if thy brother shall trespass against thee, go and tell him his 

fault between thee and him alone: if he shall hear thee, thou hast gained 

thy brother. 

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. 

And if he shall neglect to hear them, tell it unto the church: but if he 

neglect to hear the church, let him be unto thee as an heathen man and a 

publican.” 

Matthew 18:15-17 

 

It happens often in the Church of Christ that a brother (or sister) sins against another. 

When Matthew 18:15 says, “if thy brother shall trespass” it means to indicate a high probability 

that such will happen. Because it happens often, a minister or teacher must instruct God’s people, 

young and old, as to their duty when it does happen. Not only must we teach the duty to tell the 

brother his fault; we must also give the principles to be followed when admonishing a brother. 

The text in Matthew clearly indicates that we have a duty; “if thy brother shall trespass 

against thee, go and tell him his fault.” God does not give us a suggestion here; rather the words 

‘go’ and ‘tell’ are both imperatives. Thus, there is a sacred duty to go to the brother who has 

trespassed against us; that is, the brother who has sinned against us. We may not sit back and 

become bitter and resentful against the brother for what he has done. Nor may we go and tell our 

friends and family what they have done to us; for this will only tend to ruin the good name of the 

brother. Scripture is very clear that such backbiting is sin. 

On the other hand, the duty to go and tell the brother his fault does not mean that every 

time someone does or says something that strikes us the wrong way, we must confront that 

person. The duty to go to the brother is in force when a brother has trespassed against us. Thus, 

we must be certain that they have actually sinned against us. This is the first principle of 

admonition: be sure we are reproving the brother for sin. This almost goes without saying; but it 

has happened that one brother reproves another for what is not actually sin. For example, setting 

the thermostat too low at church is not a sin unless it was done with an evil intent. The standard 

of whether something is a sin or not must be Scripture. If Scripture does not condemn their 

action as sin, then neither may we. In addition, we must be certain that the brother has actually 

committed a sin. For example, we may not judge a person guilty of sin based on what we think 

they might have been thinking when they made a particular comment. In such a case, if the 

matter were serious enough, one ought to go and speak to the brother to find out exactly what 

they meant. But, if an actual sin is not involved, then clearly we have no business reproving a 

brother. 

Secondly, when it is certain that the brother has sinned, then we must go to them. We 

ought to physically go to speak with the brother. This may not be possible, for example, if they 
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live on the other side of the world; then a phone call will have to do. If that fails, then a letter 

could be sent. But, the force of the text is that we ought personally to go to the brother. 

The third principle of admonishing a brother is that we go privately at first. The order set 

down in Matthew 18 is binding upon God’s people. We must go privately first because this is the 

way to preserve the good name of the brother. Keeping the matter in as small a circle as possible 

will tend to the greater good of the brother and also the church. If the brother will not repent, 

then we ought to take one or two witnesses that “every word may be established.” But this 

second step should not happen after our talking to the brother only once. Rather, we must speak 

with the brother multiple times before proceeding to the next step. Only after we see that the 

brother is not showing any signs of repenting ought we proceed to the next step. 

In the fourth place, when we go to the brother, we must tell the brother his fault. That is, 

we must expose to them their sin in order to convict them of it. This is what Nathan the prophet 

did to David; he went to David with words that showed David his sin. In order to bring the 

brother to repentance, we must show him what he did against us, and that his action is 

condemned by Scripture. Scripture is the only standard by which we may judge whether 

someone has sinned. This means that we ought not bring men opinions when we are trying to 

convict of sin. It will do no good simply to assert that some man thinks what you did was a sin, 

and therefore you must repent. Opinions of men carry no power or authority. Only the Word of 

God has the power to convict a man of sin. If we truly seek repentance in the brother, then we 

will bring to him the words of his Shepherd; His voice he will hear. 

The motive for telling the brother his fault is to gain him. We may not go with selfish or 

evil motives; say, to drive a weaker brother from the church whom we don’t like. The ultimate 

goal of telling the brother his sin is to bring him to repentance. The repentance we seek ought to 

be toward us. But primarily, we seek that the brother be reconciled to God. Though a brother 

sinned against us, we must seek his reconciliation. This is a motive born out of love for the 

brother. The brother, with us, is a member of the Church and thus of Christ’s body. As both of us 

have been brought to peace with God, we inevitably desire to live at peace with all God’s people. 

I John 4:20 If a man say, I love God and hateth his brother, he is a liar: for he that loveth not his 

brother whom he hath seen, how can he love God whom he hath not seen? If we love God, we 

will also certainly love the brother, even the brother who has sinned against us. Loving him, we 

will desire his good. But the good of the brother who has sinned will only come by way of his 

repentance. Thus, our motive to gain him is accomplished by way of his repenting over his sin. 

In the next place, we must go to our brother in humility. Though we, with our erring 

brother, are members of Christ’s body, nevertheless sin still wars in our members. Even though 

the new man rules in us, and is made more and more alive, still the old man of sin remains. The 

sin of the brother against us, and our own sin, is due to the depravity of nature that always 

cleaves to God’s people. It is inevitable, but that a brother at some point in time will sin against 

us. The brother who sins against us must be viewed in the knowledge that we are sinners just as 

they are. 

The humility with which we approach our brother means that we will also be ready to 

confess our own faults to the brother. It is often the case that a brother’s sin against us was 

provoked by our own sin against them. Thus, when we go to a brother, it is good that we begin 

by admitting our own sin against them. This also serves the purpose of showing them that we are 

not coming in pride and to condemn; but rather that we come humbly to restore them. 

All the above presupposes that we go to the brother with a willingness to forgive them. 

This is also the context of the text we quoted above. Peter asks Jesus “How oft shall by brother 
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sin against me, and I forgive him? till seven times?” (Matt. 18:21). Jesus answers, “I say not 

thee, Until seven times: but, Until seventy times seven” (18:22). Then Jesus gives the parable of 

the unforgiving servant. Though the king forgave him much, he would not forgive even a little. 

In the end, the king condemned him. As the catechism puts it, “even as we feel this evidence of 

Thy grace in us, that it is our firm resolution from the heart to forgive our neighbor” (Heidelberg 

Catechism Lord’s Day 51). Christ has forgiven us much indeed; how shall we not desire to 

forgive our brother the relatively small debt incurred by the sin he has committed against us? 

Failing to convert the brother from his erring way, after repeated admonitions, we will 

take witnesses who will be able to judge the rightness of our cause in seeking to gain the brother. 

Only after seeking the brother’s repentance repeatedly with witnesses, ought we to bring the 

brother’s case to the church. Always with the motive for going through these steps is to bring the 

brother to reconciliation with us and with God. 

This is the way of Scripture. Following this way is never easy. But, it will bear fruit. It 

will be a savor of life unto life to them who are God’s people and a savor of death unto death to 

the reprobate. May ministers and teachers instruct God’s people to follow this way. 
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