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CONFRONTATION? RUN!
Matthew 18:15-20

There was a church where the pastor and the minister of music were not getting along. As 
time went by, this began to spill over into the worship service.

The first week the pastor preached on commitment and how we all should dedicate ourselves 
to the service of God.  The minister of music ended the service with the song, “I Shall Not Be Moved.”

The second week the pastor preached on tithing and how we all should gladly give to the 
work of the Lord. The minister of music closed with the song, “Jesus Paid it All.”

The third week the pastor preached on gossiping and how we should all watch our tongues. 
The minister of music led the song, “I Love to Tell the Story.”

With all this going on, the pastor became very disgusted over the situation and the 
following Sunday told the congregation that he was considering resigning. The minister of music
led the song, “Oh Why Not Tonight?”

As it came to pass, the pastor did indeed resign. The next week he informed the church that 
it was Jesus who led him there and it was Jesus who was taking him away. The minister of music led 
the song, [any guesses?] “What a Friend We Have in Jesus.”


The title of my sermon is: Confrontation?  Run! Sometimes I am amazed at where the 

lectionary leads us.  It was the second week of April, while I was on study leave, when I worked on 
my sermons through September ... it seems God’s sense of humor and timing are impeccable!  
Throughout my ministry, and for that matter my life, I’ve tended to deal with conflict and 
confrontation by doing just what I suggested by the title of this sermon ... Run!  However, after 
having read today’s gospel lesson back in April and in preparation for this sermon today, I realize
now that “Running” is absolutely not acceptable to Jesus Christ.

This morning’s scripture passage gives us some real, concrete, step-by-step instructions from 
Jesus in regard to how we should handle conflict.  

A lot of people complain that the Bible is obtuse.  I like that word; it basically means “slow to 
understand.” An example of that kind of thinking was illustrated a few years ago in The Simpsons 
Movie.  Grandpa Simpson apparently has been “slain in the Spirit” and is rolling around on the floor 
of the church, “speaking in tongues,” when Marge tells Homer to help him!  Homer grabs a Bible, but 
then looks at it and says, “Oh ... This book doesn’t have any answers!”  Well, that is definitely Not the 
case in this passage of scripture today.  Matthew, recording Jesus’ words, lays out a step-by-step plan
for how we are to handle disagreements ... conflict ... in the church.  And, you sure don’t Run. 


Here’s what typically happens in most churches today, and I don’t think Lakewood is any 

different than any other church.  Norman L. Shawchuck, in his book, How To Manage Conflict In The 
Church, Understanding & Managing Conflict, describes it like this:  

When people disagree with each other and become upset ... and it is often 
something the pastor does or doesn’t do that causes a problem ... when that happens, 
the one who is upset says nothing to the person who has caused the upset. However,
the angry person does talk to his or her friends and supporters and begins to gather 
sympathetic ears. It doesn’t take long before the group is growing, and they all begin to 
search their own memory banks for examples of when the person did something to 
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them as well. Meanwhile, the person who is being talked about and whose list of 
transgressions grows every day, has no idea that he or she has done anything to 
anyone. When the problem ultimately comes to a head ... and they almost always do ... 
the original issue has either been completely forgotten or has morphed into 
something entirely different than the slight it started as. And that person who started it 
all with some relatively minor act ... well, they’ve become a major villain, – simply from 
the power of bad feelings, innuendo and accusations, simmering over time.

This is precisely what Jesus talks about in Matthew 18.

Jesus lays out how these things are to be handled by His church.  And quite simply, He states 
that we are to talk about things openly, honestly and directly, person-to-person.  Jesus wanted people 
who had been hurt to talk ... to talk to the one who hurt them, to be honest about the circumstances
... all in the hope that the issue would be worked out.  Jesus doesn’t say, “Ambush them.”  And neither 
does He say, “Meet at high noon, in the middle of Main street and shoot it out.  Let the best man win.”  
Instead, He says that we should speak honestly and directly with each other, not in anger, but also 
not hiding the hurt that has been done.  The end result?  No winner or loser here, but rather 
reconciliation.  Both parties getting back, as much as is possible, to a place of shared care and concern –
of forgiveness and understanding.

Now Jesus is not talking about giving that person a free pass ... no, you were wronged.  That’s 
why you need to talk.  But what he wants more than anything is for you to forgive the person.  
There’s no way around it, we are human and we will hurt one another.  How many of you have never 
hurt any body else?  What Jesus wants us to do is to forgive, because he knows we are going to be 
wounded.  And when you forgive, not only do you give the person you have forgiven their life back, 
but you, too, can get your life back in order, no longer bound by anger and resentment that can 
extinguish the flame of Christian love.


The great Anglican writer, C.S. Lewis in his book, The Great Divorce, describes Hell as a great, 

huge, dark place where there is no contact between people.  He says that Hell started out small, but 
people quarreled with one another and moved away from each other.  Then there was another 
quarrel and the people moved farther away.  And so on, and so on, until finally no one could even see 
anyone else.  And there they lived, alone in the darkness.  

That’s what Jesus wants us to avoid.

Jesus says we should take our disagreements directly to those with whom we have 
disagreed ... precisely because that is the opposite of Lewis’ vision of Hell.  As children of God we are 
to love one another, and that requires contact and involvement in each other’s lives.  And so, if 
someone who has wronged you asks for forgiveness and acknowledges the wrong done, then the 
issue is to be put to rest.  That’s what Jesus’ wants.  That’s what love requires.


Now the kind of love we’re talking about here does not mean wet, sloppy kisses, or hearts and 

flowers.  This kind of love is about caring for the other person’s well being.  Wanting what is best for the 
other person, even when he or she has made you angry.  If we have that sort of love for each other, we 
will always want to be reconciled and will always accept each other’s apologies ... because that’s what 
people who love each other do.  That’s what Christ did ... and does ... with us every day.


There has been this misconception about of couple of the verses included in this passage.  

Verses 19 and 20 seemed to be taken out of context all too often to address the power of shared 
prayers.  This perception is probably mistaken, however.  According to J. D. M. Derrett (Expository 
Times 91 [1979]: 83-86), several technical terms in this verse suggest that the saying actually refer to 
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out-of-court settlements of disputes and therefore, more in line with the context of the passage.  
Derrett says a better paraphrase of verse 19 would be: 

“If two of you can come to an agreement regarding any disputed matter, that 
agreement will be blessed by my Father in heaven.”  (Hare’s Interpretation of Matthew, p. 
215.)

And Derrett’s understanding of verse 20: 
The two or three are gathered in Christ's name, they meet in the knowledge that 

they belong to the risen Christ and his watchful eye is over what they do. When two 
alienated Christians, with or without a mediator, come together to work toward a 
reconciliation despite all the anger and hurt that separate them, they are humbled and 
strengthened by the awareness that Christ is in their midst. It is for his sake that they search 
for a solution to their problem. (Ibid.)


Once upon a time, two brothers who lived on adjoining farms fell into conflict. It was the 

first serious rift in their 40 years of working together. It began with a small misunderstanding, and 
grew into a major difference, and finally exploded into an exchange of bitter words followed by 
weeks of silence. 

One morning, there was a knock on the older brother’s door. He opened it to find a man 
with a carpenter’s toolbox. “I’m looking for a few days’ work,” he said.  “Perhaps you would have a 
few small jobs here and there that I could help with?

Yes,” said the older brother. “I do have a job for you. Look across the creek at that farm. 
That’s my younger brother! Last week, there was a meadow between us, but he took his bulldozer 
and dug a small river between us. Well I’m going to do him one better. See that pile of old lumber? 
I want you to build an 8 foot high fence between us. Then I won’t need to see his place or his face 
anymore.” 

The carpenter said, “Show me the nails and the tools, and I’ll do a good job for you.”
The older brother had to go to town, so he left for the day. At sunset, when he returned, his 

eyes opened wide, and his jaw dropped. There was no fence there at all. The carpenter had built a 
bridge that stretched from one side of the river to the other, with handrails and all! And his younger 
brother was coming toward them, his hand outstretched. “You’re quite the guy,” he said, “after all 
I’ve said and done.” The two brothers met in the middle, and shook each other’s hand. They turned 
to see the carpenter leaving. “No, wait! Stay a few days. I’ve got a lot of other projects for you,” said 
the older brother. 

“I’d love to,” the carpenter said, “but I have many more bridges to build.”


When you and I come to the end of our days, just remember this: 
 God won’t ask what kind of car we drove, but instead will ask how many people we helped get 

to where they needed to go.

 God won’t ask how big our house was, but instead will ask how many people we welcomed into 
our home. 

 God won’t ask what neighborhood we lived in, but instead will ask how we treated our 
neighbors. 

 And God won’t ask how many fences we made, but instead will ask how many bridges we built.
Amen and Amen.


