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 “When we hear people ready to speak of the faults of others, or to censure them 
as holding scandalous errors, or to lessen the wisdom and piety of those about them, 
that they themselves may seem the wiser and better, this is a sign that they have but a 
vain religion” (Matthew Henry, Commentary on the Whole Bible; comments on James 
1:26). It is easy for one to apply this principle to his opponents and not himself, but it is 
neither humble nor honest to do so. 
 In the midst of any religious controversy much ink is spilled to remind the 
brethren making charges of error of the scriptural comportment they must adopt when 
rebuking others. In some cases, the accused respondents will reject needed reproof, 
not because they believe it is unjustified, but because they do not like the mode or 
manner of its delivery. Others will answer accusations of false doctrine in language as 
ugly as that which they condemn in others. These reflex reactions increase the 
politicized atmosphere among brethren to the point where any humble, well-intentioned 
brother who attempts to correct an errorist is immediately placed under suspicion as a 
watchdog. One can be certain that the Adversary loves it when both the teachers and 
the taught are more fearful of faithful men who expose error than they are of those who 
espouse false doctrine. Under such conditions, error grows unhindered.  
 If the rebuked brother truly has the desire to cultivate fellowship and increase 
unity, he will respond to his accusers in a way that scripturally fulfills these goals. One 
who preaches fellowship through the word and unity in the faith is implicitly staking out 
the moral high ground. In order to make that claim valid, he must answer charges of 
twisting the word and changing the faith in a manner that promotes fellowship and unity 
not only with his friends but also with his accusers. 
 Upon receiving a rebuke, an honorable brother reacts in a divinely approved 
manner. He resists the temptation to make assumptions about the reproof or his 
accuser. He does not hasten to conclude that the rebuke is unjustified, ill-intentioned, or 
in ignorance. These assumptions are often based on suspicion of partyism and when 
acted on can catalyze division. Instead, he objectively considers the words, actions, and 
records of himself and his accuser temporarily suppressing his instincts of self-defense 
in order to discover the truth of the matter. One who objectively considers his brother’s 
reproof asks, “Did I incorrectly represent truth with my statement?” On the other hand, 
the brother who takes offense at a rebuke wonders, “Why is he attacking me?” Wisdom 
demands that one does not consider reproof to be a personal attack on his character, 
but as an opportunity for self-examination. “Do not correct a scoffer, lest he hate you; 
Rebuke a wise man, and he will love you” (Prov. 9:8). “Poverty and shame will come to 
him who disdains correction, But he who regards a rebuke will be honored” (Prov. 
13:18). 
 In civil law it is ethically acceptable to respond to charges with a motion to 
dismiss the case before the weight of the evidence is considered in trial. However, 
children of God live by a different standard of morality that does not allow such worldly 
tactics. The apostle Paul opened his life, words, and works for examination by his 
brethren when accused of wrongdoing and trusted the outcome of the trial to the honest 



judgment of faithful Christians. This trust was manifested by his frequent references to 
what he wrote and what he did by saying: “You know…” (2Cor. 6:1-13, 7:14-16, 10:7, 
12:17-19; 1Thes. 1:5, 2:2,5,11, 4:2). He knew that if a charge was false, his record 
would bear witness for him. He also taught that if the charge was true that repentance, 
not defensiveness, was mandated; he must honorably accept the consequences of his 
error (Acts 25:11; Gal. 2:18). Paul did not refuse to treat with his accusers, but instead 
devoted a portion of the Corinthian epistles to answering charges in a careful, complete, 
and civil manner. 
 In this era of instant communication it is unfortunate that a few dissemblers 
misuse it by leveling unjust, malicious innuendo against good brethren. It is tedious and 
unpleasant to deal with professed Christians whose words and works manifest envy, 
hatred, and party spirit. Such behavior increases tension and creates an atmosphere of 
suspicion. In such an environment, nearly every brother who raises a question about 
another is viewed as a party-driven watchdog. The accused and his friends often refuse 
to consider the merits of the rebuke, and they reflexively engage in any one of three 
unproductive reactions seen with increasing frequency among published brethren today. 
 Assumption one – the rebuke is unjustified (I’m right). When a humble Christian 
is rebuked, his first question is not, “to what party does my accuser belong?” Rather, he 
asks, “have I overlooked something?” In this manner, he takes heed to himself and to 
the doctrine for the purpose of saving himself and his hearers (1Tim. 4:16). He does not 
allow pride to move him to consider his years of service and sacrifice as an impervious 
shield to his own human fallibility.  
 Assumption two – the rebuke is ill-intentioned (I’m being persecuted). Paranoia is 
unbecoming in Christians, and it may even be a function of pride. In order for one to 
think that everyone is out to get him, must he not believe himself important enough to 
be a preeminent threat to his brethren? Regardless, disciples of the Lord do not assume 
evil in others without the objective evidence of their words and works. “Love suffers long 
and is kind; love does not envy; love does not parade itself, is not puffed up; does not 
behave rudely, does not seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no evil” (1Cor. 13:4-5). 
 Assumption three – the rebuke is based on a misunderstanding (My accuser is 
ignorant). Perhaps the most dangerous response to a rebuke is to casually dismiss it as 
a misunderstanding. This response portrays the brother offering reproof as ignorant and 
obtuse. Claiming to be misinterpreted, misapplied, or misquoted without offering a clear, 
complete answer rewards the ignorance and laziness of some of the hearers and 
readers in the pew, reinforcing their inaccurate perception that the issue is too difficult 
even for preaching brethren to understand it alike. Truth suffers as more and more 
issues are clouded by errorists who deliberately couch preaching and writing in vague 
language so that when asked to answer for uncertain sounds, they can claim to be 
misinterpreted. The scriptural response to a request for clarification is to repeat the truth 
in such a way that the inquirer can completely understand it regardless of the 
consequences (Dan. 3:16-18). Intentional vagaries are a form of lying. 
 These three assumptions echo the institutional arguments offered by erring 
brethren of an earlier generation. That is not the direction current discussions should 
take in the issues of fellowship, divorce and remarriage, the days of creation, and the 
Deity of Jesus. 



 Hasty rejection of reproof undermines unity and promotes party spirit, especially 
when the only interests of the brother offering the rebuke are saving souls and 
upholding truth. Second, it has the potential to increase sin as the accused cuts himself 
off from the divinely arranged protection of concerned saints (Gal. 6:1-2; James 5:19-
20). If it turns out that the rebuke is warranted, then refusing it out of hand increases the 
risk of perdition for the errorist’s hearers who will not benefit from the repentance of their 
teacher, and as a result will persist in ignorance. And third, it damages one’s influence 
among faithful brethren when he irately rejects reproof without due consideration. Good 
men know they are beset with weakness and subject to error, and they are happy when 
someone points them back in the right direction when they stray. In their relief over 
having escaped danger, they are grateful that a brother rescued them, and are less 
concerned with the manner or mode of the rescuer. Because of this, good men are 
suspicious of public figures that refuse to answer charges of error. 
 It is essential to respond to a rebuke in a godly manner whether one believes it 
justified or unfair. Give serious, prayerful consideration before dismissing it as 
unmerited. Small comfort it will be for one to know that his unmannerly accuser shares 
the lake of fire with him. If one wishes to view himself as mature, let him respond to 
rebukes (justified or not) in a way that exhibits maturity by forbearing his brother in love 
and giving him an honorable hearing. If one wills to be an advocate of unity in the faith 
and of love for the saints, then let him answer charges in a divinely approved manner 
that promotes unity and love. Otherwise, one’s credibility and influence suffer, unity and 
peace are reduced, and truth and right go wanting. 
 I could be mistaken. And you? 


