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INTRODUCTION 

 

When is church a true church?  The doctrine of the church was something that was wrestled 

with at the time of the Reformation when Luther broke with Rome.  It emerged at the end 

of the Reformation a doctrine of the church that had three marks.  A church is a biblical 

church when it has these 3 basic ingredients, the proclamation of the true gospel, the 

faithful administration of the baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and the church discipline.  If 

you had these 3 you were considered a church.  Whether you met in a building or a home, 

whether you had a band or an organ, whether the gifts were exercised or not, these were 

all peripheral to the central 3 marks.  Today I would like us to focus on church discipline.  

We are going to take a short break from Romans to talk about the importance of church 

discipline and the holiness of the church.  We will be reflecting on the various tests that 

speak to this issue, but I would also like to bring in the 1689, the confessional statement of 

our church to show that what we are saying today is not innovative but the historical 

position of Christians in the past. 

   

The confession reflects the biblical picture of the church that commitment to a local church 

is not optional but compulsory.  That the church is not a preaching centre where people can 

come and hear good preaching like a form of entertainment but have no other attachments 

to the local church.  The local church is something that every Christian must be a part of 

and that includes being submitted to the censures of the church.  In other words joining the 

church with a view to allowing the church to rebuke and discipline us for sin if necessary.  

Paragraph 12 in the chapter on the church says, ‘As all believers are bound to join 

themselves to particular churches, when and where they have opportunity to do so; so all 

that are admitted unto the privileges of a church, are also under the censures and 

government thereof, according to the rule of Christ.’  Scriptures offered in support of the 

whole church being involved in such activity are 1 Thess. 5:14, ‘And we urge you, brothers, 

admonish the idle, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with them all.’  

And 2 Thess. 3:6, 14-15, ‘Now we command you, brothers, in the name of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, that you keep away from any brother who is walking in idleness and not in accord 

with the tradition that you received from us.’  ‘As for you, brothers, do not grow weary in 

doing good. 14 If anyone does not obey what we say in this letter, take note of that person, 

and have nothing to do with him, that he may be ashamed. 15 Do not regard him as an 

enemy, but warn him as a brother.’  It is important to note that the congregation is given 

the task of dealing out the penalty as the OT people of Israel were commanded to do when 



stoning someone to death.  This means that when you join a church you are not only 

submitting yourself to the elders but to the church, and that you will receive rebuke and 

discipline not only from the leadership, but from the congregation as well.  This is one of the 

reasons why we have membership, so that we can ensure as best we can that those who 

are inflicting any discipline are doing it as Christians and in a Christian spirit, we dare not 

put this sword of Christ into the hands of an unbeliever, the devil is looking for such 

openings in the church. 

 

The principles behind all church discipline are these, God is holy sinners must be saved and 

sin must be judged.    The church exists to glorify God through the conversion of sinners 

and their holiness and sin is naturally destructive and leavens the whole lump.  The nature 

of God and the purpose of the church are the grounds theological grounds for church 

discipline.  God calls upon us first and foremost to judge ourselves.  1 Cor. 11:28-32, ‘Let a 

person examine himself, then, and so eat of the bread and drink of the cup. 29 For anyone 

who eats and drinks without discerning the body eats and drinks judgment on himself. 30 

That is why many of you are weak and ill, and some have died. 31 But if we judged 

ourselves truly, we would not be judged. 32 But when we are judged by the Lord, we are 

disciplined so that we may not be condemned along with the world.’  We see in these verses 

that the failure to take responsibility for our own sins brings God in as the doctor who deals 

with our sins with radical amputation, not in order to simply let off some steam and vent His 

wrath but in order that we would be saved and not condemned.  God’s motives in discipline 

set the tone for the way we seek to go about this potentially explosive responsibility.  

Church discipline is like putting a shotgun into the hands of an ex-murderer but God has 

equipped us with His Spirit and His word and calls us to man up in order to bear these 

heavy responsibilities.  These duties force us to throw off all immaturity, all self-seeking and 

orient us for life as a responsible member of a family.  We must stress from the word go 

that church discipline is not an invitation to a witch hunt.  It is not the time for our inner 

critics to come out and have an occasion to pour all the scorn we have for others.  No, it is 

to be carried out in a spirit of gentleness and humility and towards the goal of reconciliation 

and restoration, Gal. 6:1-2, ‘Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are 

spiritual should restore him in a spirit of gentleness. Keep watch on yourself, lest you too be 

tempted. 2 Bear one another's burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.’   The Gospel must 

guide all our actions in church discipline.  In the gospel we learn that we are all sinners who 

are deserving of hell, that there is no one who is truly sinless.  This means that when others 

sin we cannot get on our high horse but must in humility minister to the erring brother.  I 

always think of the words that George Whitfield quoted, ‘but for grace of God, there go I.’  

Contrary to popular belief Jesus is not against all forms of judging but hypocritical judging 

(Matt. 7:1-6); likewise Paul calls upon us to judge those who are within the church (1 Cor. 

5:12).   

 

The next paragraph of the confession puts forward a certain scenario and how we should 

act in it.  Let’s say you are an offended party, you have done all that you can do to be at 

peace with your brother, and you have put the issue before the church, listen to what it 

says, ‘No church members, upon any offence taken by them, having performed their duty 

required of them towards the person they are offended at, ought to disturb any church-



order, or absent themselves from the assemblies of the church, or administration of any 

ordinances, upon the account of such offence at any of their fellow members, but to wait 

upon Christ, in the further proceedings of the church.’  Here the confession is alerting us to 

certain attitudes that we should not have when discipline is being enacted.  We do not 

belong to a volunteer organisation where we can leave it whenever we have been offended, 

nor do we disrupt the unity of the church by making a ruckus demanding discipline, but we 

wait patiently and upon Christ to act through the administrations of church discipline.  The 

concern here is to address the heat that often attends righteous anger and not allow one’s 

personal grievances to overtake the peace of the church. 

 

That said let’s look then at the instances when church discipline should be administered.   

       

Broken relationships 

 

The best point to begin is with Christ’s teaching in Matt. 18:15-20, ‘"If your brother sins 

against you, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you 

have gained your brother. 16 But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with 

you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two or three witnesses. 17 If 

he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church. And if he refuses to listen even to the 

church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. 18 Truly, I say to you, whatever 

you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be 

loosed in heaven. 19 Again I say to you, if two of you agree on earth about anything they 

ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. 20 For where two or three are 

gathered in my name, there am I among them." 

 

Jesus begins by telling us who we should be addressing, a ‘brother’.  This would include all 

those who confess Christ and claim to be Christians.  The particular grievance mentioned is 

one where you have been sinned against and your brother has not repented and sought to 

correct the sin or be reconciled.  This would imply that you have not rushed to confront 

someone that has sinned against you but you have let is sit for a while giving space to the 

Holy Spirit to convict and stir them to repentance.   

 

I would add that we should not only consider brothers that have sinned against us, but any 

brother who has sinned and does not appear to be repenting.  The interest of the text is not 

predominantly my own personal justice but my brother’s spiritual wellbeing.  We may know 

of someone in the church who has sinned, and you may be the only one who knows, I 

would include these amongst those who should be addressed. 

 

Let me say a few words about motive here.  Self-righteousness is one of the sneakiest of 

our sins for it is able to find its way into almost all of our behaviour.  And in the instance of 

you seeing another person’s sins, the foremost temptation you are going to face is a 

legalistic and pharisaic spirit.  This is a spirit that gets on a high horse and does not see its 

own sin, but only the sin of others.  It fixates upon the sin of others and draws out the guilt 

of others in ways that it would never do for our own sins.  We are not to see ourselves as 

the conscience police in the church and should never be on the hunt for sin in others.  We 



should shoulder this responsibility with a sense of inadequacy because the sins we see in 

them are the sins we could easily do ourselves.  We find no delight in it.  We are to seek to 

be our brother’s keeper not judge.  Not yet anyway. 

 

Notice how we are to begin handling this issue, ‘go and tell him his fault, you and him 

alone.’  We are not to broadcast a person’s sins in a prayer meeting, to friends.  The way to 

alleviate your concern is not to mouth off but to go to that person in private and seek to 

confront them in a loving fashion.  This allows the person to repent with dignity, sin is a 

shameful thing and public embarrassment is only going to want to cause the person to dig 

in their heels.  For although you may be doing something that appears outwardly correct 

you have disrespected the person by broadcasting their sins in public.   

 

When confronting a true Christian in a loving manner we would expect to see them own 

their sin and repent.  Like David who had been squirming in private pain on account of his 

sin, he repented immediately when confronted by Nathan.  So Jesus goes on to say, ‘If he 

listens to you, you have gained your brother.’  So far we have not done church discipline we 

have simply acted in responsible love seeking to carry one another’s burdens and keep each 

other close to the Lord.   

 

V16 tells us what to do if the individual refuses to repent, ‘But if he does not listen, take one 

or two others along with you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two 

or three witnesses.’  A refusal to repent privately changes the ball game.  Since the person 

who claims to be a Christian is refusing to act like one, and since we are family and are 

called to be pure and united as a people, in order to preserve our purity, unity and witness 

this has to now be pursued publicly.  Sin is not a light matter, impenitence is a terrible thing, 

wallowing in sin is unacceptable, this step highlights for us the intolerance that we should 

practice with those sins that others do not see in our lives.   

 

Here Jesus advises us to take along witnesses.  This is a legal word and implies official 

proceedings being taken.  It is at this point that I would suggest that an elder would be the 

best person to take as a witness.  You are looking for someone who is unbiased, who is 

seeking the good of the person and the church, and a person whose testimony before the 

church will not be questioned.  Your personal history with the person who is refusing to 

repent will cause people to doubt your motives and the account you give, so you need 

someone whose integrity is trusted.  Notice that the window for repentance is continuing to 

remain open, that God is not making us rush to judgement but is making many overtures 

towards the person through the faithfulness of the church.  

 

V17 outlines the next step if he still refuses to repent.  ‘If he refuses to listen to them, tell it 

to the church. And if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile 

and a tax collector.’  Finally, the whole church should get involved in the discipline 

proceedings, for it is not only the responsibility of the elders but the whole community to 

uphold the holiness, unity and witness of the church.  And only once he still refuses to 

repent once the seriousness of his sins have been made known to him through repetitious, 

public and united calls for repentance.  Only then do we pronounce that he is not a Christian 



on account of his behaviour and treat him as such.  Jesus uses the example of a Gentile 

being someone who is outside of the covenant community, and a tax collector who was a 

traitor to his own people.   

 

Church discipline is a scary thing, this pronouncing of a person as an unbeliever Paul calls 

handing over to satan.  The following verses imply that some thing serious happens 

spiritually, ‘Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and 

whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven. 19 Again I say to you, if two of you 

agree on earth about anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. 20 

For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them."  Now it must be 

stated that if someone has been mistreated in a church discipline proceeding, someone who 

was innocent, and who has been conspired against, we would say that God would not hear 

the prayers of the church in that instance, for it is not the church but God who has the 

power of the keys, and He only blesses the proper use of them.  God has not given the 

church a weapon that can be used to actually accomplish evil, the power resides with Him 

and will not be present in illegitimate cases.  The point I want to make is, you do not want 

to be on the receiving end of a legitimate instance of church discipline.   

 

When Adam was in the Garden he as an image bearer was given the responsibility of 

glorifying God in being a holy image bearer, and was to keep the garden holy.  When the 

serpent came and tempted Adam and Eve, and Adam sinned, it was on account of not 

performing church discipline.  Adam was to protect the holiness of the Garden and punish 

the serpent for rebellion, it was a failure to punish rebellion that led to the fall of mankind.   

 

Putting out the offender 

 

Next we want to consider 1 Corinthians 5.  Verse 1 captures Paul’s disbelief over the sin in 

question.  A man is sleeping with his step mother.  And this is a sin which the unsaved world 

frowns upon, but the Corinthians have done nothing about.  The Corinthians have been 

proud, partly because of all the external gifts that they have enjoyed, like tongues and 

teaching.  Their outward success has blinded them to the sin that is growing in their midst.  

And they are probably blinded by the false teaching that is getting a foothold in Corinth, 

where some are teaching that you can take liberties with sin in the Christian life.  However 

Paul gets straight to the point and tells them exactly what they should be doing.  They have 

to put out of their fellowship the man who did this.  

 

Here is a man who is a Church goer, and who is probably baptised, he has fallen into sin, 

and by the way Paul speaks of it, he is still actively involved in it.  Paul tells these 

Corinthians that they have to kick this sinning Christian out of the Church.  Here Paul is 

exercising his apostolic authority, and now the Church must execute his bidding.  They do 

not need to go through the three steps of Matt. 18 because of the seriousness of the sin and 

Paul’s authority as apostle.  They must call a Church meeting, and in the name of the Lord 

Jesus, and by his power, hand this sinner over to Satan.  The purpose of which is to try and 

get him to repent and to live a proper holy life, restoring him to the Church.  The purpose of 

discipline is to communicate to this person who calls themselves a Christian but who is not 



living like one, that they are declared by God and the Church not to be one, and that they 

need to repent.  This judgement is not the final retributive judgement of God but a small 

judgement that has the goal of restoration in sight. 

 

Here Paul disciplines for sexual immorality.  Sexual immorality is a broad term that includes 

all sexual activity between two people outside or violating the bonds of marriage.  This 

would include, premarital sex, molestation, rape, adultery, homosexuality, bestiality, etc.  All 

of these offences would have received the death penalty in the OT, but in the Church we do 

not issue the death penalty, but rather Church discipline in its place, but with the same 

message.  God hates sin, and those who practice these things will not go to heaven, but 

deserve to die.  This judgement does not kill but is administered in the hope of giving life.  

 

But it is not only against sexual sins that discipline is exercised, Paul also considers someone 

who is dividing a Church by arguments and quarrels, as unsaved and to be rejected.  Titus 

3:9-11 (ESV), “But avoid foolish controversies, genealogies, dissensions, and quarrels about 

the law, for they are unprofitable and worthless.  As for a person who stirs up division, after 

warning him once and then twice, have nothing more to do with him, knowing that such a 

person is warped and sinful; he is self-condemned.”  This person is a danger to the Church, 

and just as a rebel uprising would be crushed, those who attempt forced take-overs in the 

Church must be excluded.  Notice that the three step program is not put into place but 2 

rebukes from Timothy suffices.  This is not because Paul is not pro-repentance but because 

the sin is dangerous and must be dealt with. 

 

Paul also hands heretics over to Satan for discipline.  To be handed over to Satan is to 

return to his realm, the kingdom of darkness.  1 Tim. 1:18-20 (ESV), “This charge I entrust 

to you, Timothy, my child, in accordance with the prophecies previously made about you, 

that by them you may wage the good warfare,  holding faith and a good conscience. By 

rejecting this, some have made shipwreck of their faith, among whom are Hymenaeus and 

Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan that they may learn not to blaspheme.”  

Those people who are in the Church who teach heresy or adopt it, unless they change, will 

be disciplined in the Church.  So if someone accepts the teachings of the JW’s, that Jesus is 

not fully God, that too is blasphemy and unless they repent, they will have to be disciplined. 

 

Some have suggested that those who refuse to provide for their families will also qualify to 

be treated as unbelievers, 1 Timothy 5:10, ‘But if anyone does not provide for his relatives, 

and especially for members of his household, he has denied the faith and is worse than an 

unbeliever.’ 

 

Paul also instructs Timothy to publicly rebuke elders who are caught in sin, 1 Tim. 5:19-20, 

‘Do not admit a charge against an elder except on the evidence of two or three witnesses. 

20 As for those who persist in sin, rebuke them in the presence of all, so that the rest may 

stand in fear.’ 

 

Paul tells the Corinthians that they must do this so that his spirit may be saved on the last 

day, in other words, it is hoped that this action will cause the individual to reconsider his 



ways and repent and return to the Lord.  Judging from 2 Corinthians this discipline was 

successful and the sinning brother was restored to the community (2 Cor 2:5-11).  The goal 

of Church discipline is the salvation of the sinner.  That is why we give them three chances 

to repent, that is why we do it in a spirit of gentleness, that is why the whole Church needs 

to support this action, that God can use it to deal with the sinning person. 

 

Church discipline appears to be a very scary thing.  Both in 1 Cor 5, and Matt 18 we are told 

that the power and presence of the Lord Jesus Christ are present to deal with such a 

person.  And the promise of where two or there are gathered together, and the promise to 

hear our agreed prayer is in the context of discipline.  We must not take this discipline 

lightly, God empowers our action, it is sever, and it is effective.  Whatever it means to be 

handed over to Satan, it is done with God’s power and authority. 

 

Purging out the Leaven 

 

Paul offers a second reason for applying the discipline, ‘a little leaven leavens the whole 

lump’.  If the Church does not deal with it, the whole Church will be tainted by it.  The 

Church has to deal with sin, not only to please God, but for survival.  As the saying goes, ‘if 

you let the camel get his nose in the tent, you will have the whole camel in the tent’.  He 

firmly warns that those who act like that will not inherit the kingdom of heaven.  And so in 

order to preserve our holiness we need to deal with it.  We need to view sin as a cancer, it 

must be removed or it will kill us. 

 

Paul then gives them the picture of the Passover feast to illustrate that we need to purge 

the old yeast.  He brings up the time when Israel was in Egypt and they had to bake bread 

without yeast for the Passover, so they could make and eat it in a hurry.  But bread was 

often leavened by taking a piece of yesterdays bread and putting it in with today’s bread.  

The yeast in yesterdays bread would leaven today’s loaf.  God wanted the Israelites to leave 

their yesterday in Egypt behind, and Paul is calling us to leave our sins behind too.  We 

must not live our lives with our old ways and practices but with the new ones of sincerity 

and truth.       

 

Throwing the baby out with the bathwater 

 

Now Paul had written a previous letter saying that the Corinthians must not fellowship with 

the sexually immoral, but they misunderstood and thought that they must have nothing to 

do with non Christians who have sinned.  Part of discipline was not to have the fellowship 

meal together.  The meal often included the Lord’s Supper, and the non Christian must have 

nothing to do with the Lord’s Supper.  The Corinthians had interpreted it as removing 

themselves from the world, and not associating with the immoral.  If this were the case, 

then Jesus would not have spent so much time with tax collectors and sinners, as the 

Gospels reveal.  This is an important point to make because, because there is a pharisaical 

bias in us that we need to guard against.  Christians can be very hard on those who aren’t 

Christians, and punish them by not associating themselves with them.  For example, if a 

certain married woman had an affair with a French man, some Christians might feel that 



they should publicly scorn this person by talking about them, not greeting them in the 

streets, and not going to get their hair cut at her establishment.  This is not what Paul 

meant, that is bigotry.  We have to still be in this world but not of it.  It is like a boat in the 

water.  It is good for the boat to be in the water, but not for the water to be in the boat.  It 

is good for the Church to be in the world, being the salt and the light, but not for the sins of 

the world to be practiced in the Church. 

 

We have seen that the sinner must be disfellowshipped, what does this involve.  In our day, 

it would include, being removed from the membership role, being barred from the Lord’s 

Supper, most do not bar the offending party from the Church service so that they can still 

hear the word of God, and allow it to do it’s work.  The issue of allowing the person to 

continue attending the service would depend on the nature of the sin, if it is someone who a 

sexual predator, or trying to split the church or a vocal heretic, banning from public 

meetings would be a necessary step to preserve the church.   But Paul moves beyond 

Church and talks about meals and associating with the person.  Does Church discipline 

involve not socialising with the individual?  Not visiting their home?  Not having a barbeque 

and a meal together?  The hard answer is yes.  However we need to make some important 

qualifications.  If you have a daughter that was in the Church, and then she falls in love and 

moves in with her boyfriend, does that mean that you must never talk to her again, kick her 

out the house, and disinherit her?  The answer is no!  The bond of blood is not broken by 

her sin, we continue to relate as family, but no longer as spiritual brethren.  If your husband 

who was once in the Church turns to drinking and becomes an alcoholic, must the Christian 

wife divorce him?  No!  The bond of marriage does not depend on a persons Christianity.  

But it would include not going to a party that your impenitent friend is throwing.  You see if 

a person calls themselves a Christian, God is asking us to apply pressure as a community to 

move them in the right direction.  It would mean still greeting them in the streets, being 

polite and talking to them.  But it should include the uncomfortable topic that the person 

doesn’t want to talk about, and you should encourage them in tender concern to do the 

right thing and repent. 

 

This might sound odd to some because Jesus tells us not to judge in Matthew 7:1-5 (ESV),    

"Judge not, that you be not judged.  For with the judgment you pronounce you will be 

judged, and with the measure you use it will be measured to you.  Why do you see the 

speck that is in your brother's eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye?  Or 

how can you say to your brother, 'Let me take the speck out of your eye,' when there is the 

log in your own eye?  You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you 

will see clearly to take the speck out of your brother's eye.”  

 

And then on the other hand Paul tells us that we do have the duty to judge those in the 

Church, how do we reconcile this discrepancy.  Well, on the one hand we have the Pharisees 

judging by external and unimportant things like, does the person wash their hands in the 

correct manner.  This is the judgement by hypocrites.  But notice Jesus tells the Pharisee to 

remove the log, and then their brothers splinter.  It is not a law not to judge, but not to 

judge hypocritically or superficially. 

 



Church discipline is not a happy thing, but it is important, and we as a Church need to know 

that it is right, and how we go about doing it, for we may have to exercise discipline in the 

Church, and vote in our Church meetings.  And if the discipline is done, we will then have to 

follow it up with prayer for the person, exhortations to do the right thing and also not 

associating with them.  We must pray for much wisdom and grace, in these things, and 

regain a holy view of how the Church is meant to be. 

 

 

 


