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In the pagan world, when one person wrongs another, the first step is often to 
involve third parties: friends, a coworker, the boss, a lawyer, etc.  In serious cases, the 
first step may be to take the offender to court.  If either party is unsatisfied with the 
outcome of the court case, then the unsatisfied party can appeal to a higher court, and so 
on, until the Supreme Court gives a final ruling.  In that system at its best, the goal is 
justice.  For offenses among believers, however, Jesus instructs us in a different 
procedure and a different goal.  In Matthew 18, Jesus establishes the pattern for a believer 
to follow when one of his Christian brothers has sinned against him.  He says,  

Moreover if your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault 
between you and him alone. If he hears you, you have gained your brother.  
But if he will not hear, take with you one or two more, that “by the mouth 
of two or three witnesses every word may be established.”  And if he 
refuses to hear them, tell it to the church. But if he refuses even to hear the 
church, let him be to you like a heathen and a tax collector.1 

The procedure seems clear enough.  When some brother Christian offends you, there are 
four steps.  We might think of these as a lower court, an appeals court, the (earthly) 
supreme court for Christian conflict resolution, and a final judgment. 

1. Lower court: You go to your brother alone, and privately discuss the situation 
with him.  If he repents at that time, go no further. 

2. Appeals court:  If he refuses to repent when you go alone, return with one or two 
other witnesses.  As before, if he repents at this point, then go no further. 

3. Supreme court:  If he refuses to repent when confronted a second time by you and 
the additional witness(es), then the matter goes before the church.  If he repents 
when confronted by the church, then the matter is ended.   

4. Final Judgment:  If he will not respond do the whole church, then he is ostracized 
by the church body until he repents. 

Note that unlike in the secular system, the lower court is not a third party at all, but the 
offender.  This is because the purpose is not just to see justice done.  The purpose, in 
Jesus words, is to “gain your brother,” to restore fellowship.  No one can do that except 
the offender and the offended, so the lower court involves only those two people, no one 
else. 

And if that’s not unusual enough, let’s consider the appeals court.  In the second 
step, there are one or two others present, but they are present as “witnesses.”  Who is the 
judge?  The offender again, because the purpose is still to restore fellowship, and only he 
can do that.  And if the second step does not succeed, then the whole church appeals to 
the offender to repent.  It is only if he will not hear the church that a third party (the 
church) steps in and executes judgment. 
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Who are the Witnesses? 
There is one point of cloudiness in the passage, however.  Who are these 

additional witnesses, and what is their function?  One very common interpretation is that 
they are simply any believers that the offended party wishes to bring with him, and their 
function is to increase the pressure on the offender, and also to bear witness to the church 
as a whole that (1) the confrontation did take place, and (2) the offender refused to repent.  
In effect, this interpretation boils down to “Go alone first, and if that doesn’t work, then 
take a friend or two with you….”  Plausible as this may sound, the interpretation is 
completely wrong.  There are two particular features of the passage that require a 
different interpretation: the quote from Deuteronomy 19:15 and the word “them” in verse 
17.  But in order to consider those two issues properly, we first need to consider the 
number of witnesses. 

Number of Witnesses 
 Let’s take a closer look at the arithmetic of verse 16.  The first step, the lower 

court proceeding, has failed.  Jesus tells the offended party that the next step is to take 
with him “one or two more.”  The purpose for these additional people is in order that “by 
the mouths of two or three witnesses every word may be established.”  Note the 
discrepancy in numbers: 16a has “one or two,” while 16b has “two or three.”  Why the 
difference?  Because the offended party is one of the witnesses.  Notice the word “more” 
in 16a.  One or two more what?  One or two more witnesses, making a total of two or 
three. 

Deuteronomy 19:15 
Matthew 18:16 tells us that the purpose for bringing one or two more witnesses is 

in order that “by the mouths of two or three witnesses every word may be established.”  
That expression is a quote from Deuteronomy 19:15, and the questions we need to 
consider are “Witnesses of what?” and “To whom are they bearing witness?”  The 
interpretation discussed above claims that they are witnesses of Step Two of the process, 
and they bear witness to the congregation if necessary.  But the original context in 
Deuteronomy tells a different story. 

Earlier in Deuteronomy, God addresses the question of witnesses needed in a 
capital case:  

Whoever is deserving of death shall be put to death on the testimony of 
two or three witnesses; he shall not be put to death on the testimony of one 
witness.2 

A few chapters later, in Deuteronomy 19, God expands the requirement for multiple 
witnesses beyond capital cases:  

One witness shall not rise against a man concerning any iniquity or any sin 
that he commits; by the mouth of two or three witnesses the matter shall 
be established.3 

                                                        
2 Deuteronomy 17:6 



The witnesses, then, are witnesses to the crime.    In Matthew, they would be witnesses to 
the original offense.  These are not random people that the offended party wishes to bring 
with him for backup; they were present when the offense was committed.  They come in 
step two to bear witness to the “appeals court,” i.e., the offender himself, so that “every 
word may be established” regarding the original event.   

“If He Refuses to Hear Them” 
Who, then, is Jesus talking about when He says that if the offender “refuses to 

hear them,” then the matter goes before the church?  The two or three witnesses.  Note 
that the passage does not say “If he refuses to hear you before witnesses.”  The additional 
people in the second step are not passive.  As we have already seen, they are witnesses to 
the original offense; that is, they were present when it happened.  Beyond that, verse 17 
tells us that they agree that an offense was committed, and have joined the offended party 
in appealing to the offender to make it right.  If he will not hear the united testimony of 
all the witnesses, only then does the matter go before the church. 

The Proper Procedure 
A sound understanding of the role of witnesses in the passage leads us to a much 

more specific procedure, as follows:  
1. The offended party approaches the offender alone, and privately appeals to him to 

make it right.  If this succeeds, then the process goes no further. 
2. If that does not succeed, the offended party takes one or two other people who were 

present when the offense happened and who agree that an offense was committed.  
Their function is to establish the truth of the event.  Together, these two or three 
people appeal to the offender to make it right.  If this succeeds, the process goes no 
further. 

3. If the witnesses’ appeal does not succeed, then the witnesses tell the matter to the 
church, and the church appeals to the offender to make it right.  If this succeeds, then 
the matter is resolved.   

4. If the offender will not repent even after the whole church has appealed to him, then 
the church ostracizes the offender. 

What if There are no Witnesses? 
Practically speaking, this raises the question, “What if there are no witnesses?”  

What if the only people present when the original offense took place are the offender and 
the offended?  The answer, quite simply, is that in the absence of witnesses, the process 
does not proceed beyond step one.  If the two parties are unable to resolve the issue 
between themselves, and the offending party is unwilling to hear, then the offended party 
must leave the matter with the Lord.  This can be very difficult to do, but he must act in 
faith, confident that “The Lord will judge His people.”   

Conclusion 
 How wonderful it is that the Bible does not paint a false, rosy picture of life 

among Christians.  God knows us for what we are: fallen, sinful, redeemed people who at 
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our best will still offend one another.  Scripture gives us a very simple procedure to 
follow in such an instance, a map that guides us back to restored fellowship.  What a 
shame it would be to be lost in the wilderness of conflict because we have the map, but 
we are not willing to use it. 


