Reflection for the Website – Sunday 6th September 2026, Trinity 14A

“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. 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. 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. 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. 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. For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.”
Matthew 18:15-17

What do we do – and what should we do – when someone does or says something which upsets or offends us?

It’s something we all have to deal with from time to time, human nature being what it is. And so often today, the preferred response seems to be for the offended party to vent their feelings on social media. Matters can then so easily escalate, and it can sometimes be hard to imagine how the original problem is ever going to be resolved. So, we need to look for a better way forward.

And perhaps what Jesus has to say in this morning’s Gospel reading can help us think about what that way might be. His words aren’t a detailed instruction manual for dealing with disputes. But they do give us some helpful pointers towards approaching conflicts in ways which are intended to restore community and fellowship wherever possible, rather than allowing the hurt to spread in uncontrollable ways.

Jesus’ suggested method has several stages to it:
The first stage of the process involves the offended party approaching the offender in private to speak with them. That’s a stage that we often find difficult. If we’re upset, we may think that the person who’s upset us should make the first move. Or we may simply feel uncomfortable about confronting them directly. But Jesus is clear: “Go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone.”

It comes down to us caring about the other person enough – even though they’ve offended us – to have a real conversation. That means listening as well as speaking. It may mean coming to understand better what led them to say or do what they did. And hopefully it will bring us to a point where forgiveness is possible, without spreading the issue any further. “If the member listens to you,” Jesus says, “you have regained that one.”

He realises, though, that the first stage won’t always work. And so he goes on to explain that the second stage is to take one or two others along with you as witnesses, to confirm the details.
Again, the hope is that, through honest dialogue and listening, repentance and forgiveness may be achieved.

That won’t be so in every case, though. So Jesus then introduces a third step: the issue is to be taken before the whole body of the church, in the hope that this will lead to a good resolution. And if it doesn’t, 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 this extreme case, then, the person would be considered to have excluded themselves from the church community. But when we remember how often we hear of Jesus reaching out to, and connecting with, Gentiles and tax collectors, we can see that even this might not necessarily be a permanent exclusion. There might still be the possibility of that person returning to the community in the future.

The whole process reflects the great importance of the Christian community in a church and the importance of loving one another enough to make the effort to repair the hurt when that community is damaged or broken in some way.

Jesus’ model is a more demanding route than gossiping or posting snide comments, certainly.
But it’s one which reflects Jesus’ own example, and it can help a church to become more truly the Body of Christ here on earth today. So let us pray now for Jesus to teach us to do this better.

Lord of the church,
you call a broken people
around your table:
in times of disagreement
teach us to listen,
loose us from prejudice
and bind us to your way
of forgiving grace;
through Jesus Christ,
who stands at the heart of our gathering.
Amen.

