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THE DISCIPLINE OF THE CHURCH 

Jesus wants us to be holy. He wants us to live lives of righteousness and be fighting against sin. 

When Jesus came the first time, he instituted a means to purify his church and to restore a 

sinning believer to holiness. This process has come to be known as church discipline. 

Jesus gave these instructions in Matthew 18: 

“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. 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. 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. 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. 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. For where two or 

three are gathered in my name, there am I among them.” (vv. 15-20). 

In this passage, we will see four elements of church discipline that Jesus gave the church to 

restore a brother in sin. 

1.  THE SPHERE OF CHURCH DISCIPLINE 

We first must understand that church discipline is for restoring Christians to holiness not a means 

of removing unbelievers from attending church. Jesus begins, “If your brother sins against you.” 

“Brother” means someone who professes to be a Christian. So his instructions don’t apply to 

unbelievers. We would expect unbelievers to sin. 

Paul clarified that church discipline has to do with believers, not unbelievers, when he wrote to 

the church in Corinth: 

“I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people— not at all 

meaning the sexually immoral of this world, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters, 

since then you would need to go out of the world. But now I am writing to you not to 

associate with anyone who bears the name of brother if he is guilty of sexual immorality 

or greed, or is an idolater, reviler, drunkard, or swindler— not even to eat with such a 

one” (1 Cor. 5:9-11). 

So the sphere of church discipline is the church. 

2.  THE PURPOSES OF CHURCH DISCIPLINE 

The second element of church discipline is its purpose. The purpose is two-fold. 
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A. For the One in Sin 

First, for the one who is caught in sin, the purpose is found in v. 15: “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.” “Gained” means to profit, accumulate wealth, get an advantage; save, or spare 

oneself. Here, it has the idea of getting back something of value that has been lost. 

When a believer sins against another, the relationship is strained and the only way for the 

relationship to be restored is repentance and forgiveness. The motivation for confronting one 

who has sinned against you must be love. And the purpose of confronting their sin is 

restoration—both a restoration of the relationship and a restoration of holiness. 

B. For the Church 

Church discipline also has purposes for the church as a whole. 

First, church discipline protects the purity of the fellowship. Sin spreads, if not confronted. Paul 

said in 1 Cor. 5:6, “Do you not know that a little leaven leavens the whole lump?” Church 

discipline acts a means of preventing sin from running rampant in the church and, therefore, 

protects the purity of the church. 

Second, church discipline warns the church of the seriousness of sin. Periodically, the church 

must be awakened to the sinfulness of sin. Sin isn’t merely bad choices or mistakes. Sin is an 

assault against God, a rebellion against God, an attempt to dethrone God. We need to know the 

seriousness of sin. Paul writes, “As for those who persist in sin, rebuke them in the presence of 

all, so that the rest may stand in fear” (1 Tim 5:20). 

Third, church discipline ensures a good testimony to the world. The world watches the church 

and looks for reasons to disbelieve. We all know of instances where the sin of a professing 

believer causes shame on Christians as a whole. Those occasions fill the mouths of unbelievers 

with excuses not to believe. Jesus warned, “You are the salt of the earth, but if salt has lost its 

taste, how shall its saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for anything except to be thrown 

out and trampled under people’s feet” (Matt 5:13). The process of church discipline catches 

persistent, unrepentant sin early so that it doesn’t bring disrepute on all. 

3.  THE PROCESS OF CHURCH DISCIPLINE 

So what is the process of church discipline? How does it work? 

Church discipline follows four steps, outlined in Matthew 18. But before we ever get to these 

four steps, there’s a preliminary step. That’s the step of self-discipline. 

Self Discipline 
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We should all be prayerfully examining our life to see if there is any unconfessed, unrepentant 

sin in our own life. There must be the daily washing of the word and prayer that helps us see sin 

in our life and go to Jesus. “Let us test and examine our ways, and return to the Lord!” (Lam 

3:40). Our Lord said in Matt 7:3-5: 

“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.” 

We are all called to this self-discipline every day. Paul exhorts us to live spiritually like an elite 

Olympic athlete in 1 Cor. 9:24-27: 

“Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the prize? So 

run that you may obtain it. Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They do it to 

receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. So I do not run aimlessly; I do not 

box as one beating the air. But I discipline my body and keep it under control, lest after 

preaching to others I myself should be disqualified.” 

If we are faithful in self-discipline, prayerfully the steps of church discipline are never 

implemented. But, unfortunately, because believers still have a sin nature—either because they 

fail to exercise self-discipline or because they are blind to patterns of sin, the steps of church 

discipline that Jesus gave us are necessary. 

Step 1: Private Exhortation 

Look again at Matt 18:15: “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. 

Step one is to go to him privately. One on one. Alone. At this point, there is no need to tell 

others. Most private sins don’t require, in the first step, to be exposed to everyone else in the 

church. 

But regardless of whether you’ve personally been affected by the sin, if your brother sins, go to 

him. That can be an uncomfortable thing to do. Here are some practical guidelines when 

confronting someone in sin. 

Practical Guidelines 

1. Before you rebuke, pray. 

Ask God for courage, for your own humility, that you’d be gentle, and that he would be 

receptive, have an open heart, and truly repent. 
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2. Check your vision. 

Examine yourself to see if you have a log in your own eye. Is the sin recognizable to you because 

you’re persisting in the same sin too? 

3. Don’t nit-pick. 

All sin is serious. But there is also proportion in how you deal with sin. Not every infraction 

requires the same response. There are degrees of seriousness. Though we should cultivate a 

culture where informal correction is invited and received, more formal correction is reserved for 

serious, unrepentant sin. Discernment is required to know the difference. 

4. Be sure it’s sin. 

If you can’t find a passage in the Bible that addresses the person’s behavior or attitude, you’re 

not ready to confront them. You should be able to make a case from the Bible that what the 

person is doing is sin. Don’t make this about your opinion. 

5. Set a time and place. 

This confrontation deserves more attention than spontaneity. Do this at an appropriate time and 

place. Be proactive in setting these. 

6. Make it a biblical issue every time. 

When you “tell him his fault,” follow this pattern: “The Bible says this. . . I have observed you 

doing not-this. . . I’m pleading with you to turn from your sin and walk in righteousness.” In 

short, the process is Bible—Observation—Seek. 

7. Remember: you’re not the Holy Spirit. 

The Holy Spirit convicts, you can’t. So be gentle and humble. You can’t force conviction by 

snide, cutting remarks or by a loud voice or by being argumentative. 

8. When you’re done, pray again. 

Give God glory in thanksgiving and asking God that he would repent, if it hasn’t happened 

already. 

If he repents, rejoice with him. This is a happy occasion! But if he does not repent or in time you 

see that the repentance wasn’t real, then step two must take place. 

Step 2: Small Group Exhortation 
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Wisdom will dictate how quickly you move to step two. Depending on the situation and his 

initial response, you may need to wait to see what his response will be. But some serious sins 

require an immediate response. 

Step two is found in verse 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.” 

Very simply, you bring along witnesses to confront his sin again. There are a couple of reasons 

for bringing witnesses. First, the witnesses can confirm the sin was committed. Second, the 

witnesses can confirm the brother was properly rebuked and has not repented. Jesus knew what 

he was doing when he gave these instructions. He was protecting everyone in the process. For 

example, someone could be biased and accuse someone of sin erroneously. On the other hand, if 

the person is in sin, the presence and weight of multiple people may help the person come to 

repentance. 

If he still doesn’t repent after a period of time, you move to step three. 

Step 3: Tell it to the Church 

Jesus next instructs, “If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church” (18:17a). 

By this time, if you haven’t already, you would get the pastor or pastors of the church involved, 

since the pastors oversee the communication to the church as a whole. 

There must be appropriate caution in this step. It must be clear that the person hasn’t repented of 

his sin. 

At TCC, if we got to this step, the pastor would read the person’s name, the general 

circumstances of the sin (not all the details), the process we’ve gone through, and would ask the 

congregation to pursue the person aggressively and plead with him to repent. 

If true repentance takes place at any time, the brother is forgiven and restored. It’s over. 

But if not, then Jesus instructs that we move to step four.  

Step 4: Removal from the Church 

“And if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector” 

(18:17b). 

A Gentile was a non-Jew, a pagan, who had no part in the worship, covenant, and social life of 

Jews. A tax collector was an outcast of the Jews by choice—a traitor to his own people. In other 

words, one who continues in serious, unrepentant sin must be treated as if he were outside the 

fellowship. They should be ostracized. It’s a kind of public shaming. 



Treasuring Christ Church – Membership Class 

6 

We find an example of this in 1 Corinthians 5, where a man was in an adulterous affair with his 

father’s wife. Paul writes, “Let him who has done this be removed from among you” and “purge 

the evil person from among you.” (vv. 2, 13). The church was not to associate with or even with 

him (v. 11). He’s treated not as a brother, but an outcast. 

This isn’t to say there is no contact—certainly where there is opportunity to admonish him, you 

do so.  But the contact is for that purpose and not to socialize. Contact is for admonishment and 

restoration. Beyond that, there is no contact. 

4. THE AUTHORITY FOR DISCIPLINE 

Finally, what authority does the church have to render this discipline? Jesus answers: 

“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. 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. For where 

two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them” (18:18-20). 

Whatever these verses mean, it’s obvious that, in context, the verses relate to church discipline. 

“To bind” literally means to forbid. “To loose” literally means to permit. The Rabbis of Jesus’ 

day would often speak this way about whether something was forbidden or permitted according 

to Scripture. 

What Jesus means is that, when church discipline is followed biblically, the church “conforms its 

decisions to what God has already done and thereby receives heaven’s approval and authority.”
1
 

The authority of the church to discipline one of its members—to declare this person unrepentant 

and unforgiven—is a derived authority. It doesn’t come from the church. The declaration is made 

on the authority of God’s Word. God’s Word declares a person in sin. The church is God’s 

instrument in revealing that. 

John MacArthur makes the point well: 

“Christians have such authority because they have the truth of God’s authoritative Word 

by which to judge. The source of the church’s authority is not in itself, anymore than the 

source of the apostles’ authority was in themselves or even in their office, as exalted as it 

was. Christians can authoritatively declare what is acceptable to God or forbidden by 

Him because they have his word. Christians do not determine what is right or wrong, 

forgiven or unforgiven. Rather, on the basis of God’s Word, they recognize and proclaim 

what God has already determined to be right or wrong, forgiven or unforgiven. When 

                                                 
1
 MacArthur, John, Matthew, MNTC, 34. 
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they judge on the basis of God’s Word, they can be certain their judgment corresponds 

with the judgment of heaven.”
2
 

CONCLUSION 

Church discipline is a weighty matter. There is always some level of pain in this process. But as 

theologian William Hendriksen writes, “The neglect of church discipline will mean the ultimate 

destruction of the church.” In order for the church to be faithful to what Jesus commanded, the 

church must follow the steps of church discipline when the situation arises. 

                                                 
2
 Ibid. 


