
Introduction: The Gospel Life 
 
We are created in the image of God and we are created to reflect our God through our lives. 
However, because of sin’s entry into God’s created order, all of God’s creation is marred by 
sin— “things are not what they are supposed to be.” By nature we are all sinful, resulting in 
continual rebellion against God. But because of God’s rich mercy and great love, God redeems 
his people through the finished work of Christ on the cross and brings us, as sinful human 
beings, back into a right relationship with God. The sad reality for us as Christians is that (1) we 
still struggle to believe in who God is, even though he has revealed himself to us in Scripture, (2) 
we still struggle to believe in what God has done for us in and through the gospel, and (3) we 
still struggle to believe that God’s promises and power apply to us. 
 
This struggle to live out the gospel takes place on a journey towards home. This journey has a 
destination and includes transformation. We are all weary and wayward sojourners who need 
help every step of the way to better understand, believe, and walk in a way pleasing to the 
Lord—a way that brings glory to him by building up his body in love (Eph. 4:16) and advancing 
his kingdom in a dark and dying world (cf. Matt. 28:18-20). Every member of Christ’s body 
needs one another to remember that this life is a journey towards home to be with our heavenly 
Father. Every member of Christ’s body needs one another in order to conform more and more to 
Christ as we all are being prepared for the final and ultimate marriage to Christ by the 
sanctifying work of the Spirit. 
 
Such inter-dependent body life is a picture of the gospel in action. We reflect our redeeming God 
as we help one another to hold fast to Christ (1) in the midst of our suffering and sin, (2) in our 
battle to believe, and (3) in our struggles to live so that our whole life is worship (cf. Rom. 12:1). 
Such whole- hearted living declares and demonstrates the gospel to believers and unbelievers 
and brings glory to God! This is the mission and purpose for our lives in Christ. 
 
Understanding Church Discipline 
 
In a broad sense, church discipline is a term used to describe the means of helping one another to 
conform to Christ as described by Paul: 
 
(Col. 1:28-29) 28We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that 
we may present everyone perfect in Christ. 29To this end I labor, struggling with all his energy, 
which so powerfully works in me. 
 

Two Aspects of Church Discipline 
 

From this passage, we see two necessary components for presenting “everyone perfect in 
Christ:” (1) teaching, which is formative in nature—preaching, teaching, prayer, Bible 
study, community, etc. and (2) admonishing, which is restorative in nature—rebuke, 
exhortation, correction, etc. Both formative and restorative discipline is centered on the 
word of God for training in righteousness so that we might be thoroughly equipped to 
live out and minister the gospel in everyday life. God saved us by grace so we might 



engage in his kingdom work by helping others to believe, understand, and live out the 
gospel. 

 

(2 Tim. 3:16-17) All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, 
rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, 17so that the man of God may 
be thoroughly equipped for every good work. 

 
(Eph. 2:10) For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good 
works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. 

 
The progressive steps of Matthew 18:15-20 are implied whenever the term “church 
discipline” is used. Members of the family of God are called to actively journey with one 
another in community to grow in grace by faith in Christ as we all struggle in a fallen 
world. 

 
 An Individual Calling 
 

It is important to remember a significant part of the Christian life calls for the believer to 
be intentional, disciplined, and self-controlled in seeking and submitting to the Lord 
through personal devotion and practice (cf. Gal. 5:22-23; 2 Tim. 1:7). By the grace of God, 
we can grow in our ability to live by faith through the Spirit’s sanctifying work (1 Pet. 1:2) 
as we relate to God and others through the realities of life. 

 
 A Corporate Calling 
  

However, given the deceitfulness of sin, all of us need the most basic level of church 
discipline that involves our brothers and sisters speaking truth in love to us (Eph. 4:15, 29) 
as we are often blind to our own sinfulness (cf. Matt. 7:3-5). We need one another to 
believe and live out the gospel— this is God’s design. Every member is called to exercise 
their individual gifts to build up the body in love (1 Cor. 12). Every member is called to 
labor and struggle with all energy to help one another in the church to grow in conformity 
to Christ (cf. Col. 1:28-29). 

 
 Spiritual Warfare 
 

We must remember and believe that our call to live out the gospel takes place within the 
realm of spiritual warfare. The kingdom of evil is ever present and always working against 
the kingdom of God. The difficulties we face in life are ultimately “not against flesh and 
blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world 
and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Eph. 6:12). Our “enemy the 
devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Pet. 5:8) and 
seeks to keep us living in fear and not by faith. Therefore, we need to love one another 
through encouragement, rebuke, correction, and nurture as we are all prone to wander from 
our God. 

 
 A Reflection of God’s Love 
 



Church discipline must be understood within the gospel reality that God lovingly 
disciplines his children so that they may grow in grace for the sake of righteousness and 
peace found in Christ. The church discipline we carry out in our church is a reflection of 
and a means for how God disciplines his children as an expression of his love. 

 
(Heb. 12:4-11) 4In your struggle against sin, you have not yet resisted to the point of 
shedding your blood. 5And you have forgotten that word of encouragement that 
addresses you as sons: "My son, do not make light of the Lord's discipline, and do 
not lose heart when he rebukes you, 6because the Lord disciplines those he loves, 
and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son." 7Endure hardship as discipline; God 
is treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined by his father? 8If you are not 
disciplined (and everyone undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children 
and not true sons. 9Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us and 
we respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the Father of our 
spirits and live! 10Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; 
but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness. 11No 
discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a 
harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it. 

 
The Purposes of Church Discipline 
 
 Through God’s grace, church discipline is a means ... 
 

1. To help conform us individually and corporately to Christ, in terms of the purity and 
unity of his church, for the glory of God (Col. 1:28; Eph. 4:1-6; 1 Cor. 10:31) 

 
2. To help bring a wandering soul back to Christ (Matt. 18:15-17; 1 Cor. 5:5; Gal. 6:1-5). 
Restoration and redemption are always the goal for any disciplinary efforts. 

 
 3. To help deter others from sin (1 Tim. 5:20). 
  

4. To help protect the church from false teachers, wolves, and division (Acts 20:25-31; 
Titus 1:10- 11). 

 
God’s Provisions in Church Discipline 
 
1. God Provides His Word and Spirit 
 

I tell you the truth, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you 
loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. (Matt. 18:18) 

 
“To bind” conveys the notion “to prohibit.” “To loose” conveys the notion “to permit.” In 
essence, the Lord tells us, “I give you authority to exercise discipline permitting and 
prohibiting those things that I have either authorized or forbidden in my Word. You 
exercise my authority and heaven itself backs you up.” God’s will and purpose are 
accomplished through church discipline. 



 
2. God Answers Our Prayers 
 

Again, I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be 
done for you by my Father in heaven. (Matt:18:19) 

 
God declares that he hears and answers our prayers as we earnestly seek him for spiritual 
wisdom and understanding and for the faith to follow his guidance. God takes pleasure in 
shepherding us as his people and leading us in his righteous paths as we seek his will to be 
accomplished in and through the discipline process. 

 
3. God Promises His Presence 
 
 For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them. (Matt. 18:20) 
 

When God’s people meet in a humble and submissive way before the Father to deal with 
church discipline issues, God promises to be with us. Such a promise provides much 
needed encouragement since discipline issues require courage, confidence, and 
perseverance in Christ. God is with us as we work through the discipline process and as 
we prayerfully pursue his wisdom and grace to deal with such matters in a way that gives 
him glory. 

 
Elders and Church Discipline 
 
The elders have been appointed by God to shepherd his people by teaching them, leading them, 
and caring for them. God holds the elders of his church accountable for these responsibilities: 
 

(Acts 20:28-31) Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has 
made you overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which he bought with his own 
blood. 29I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not 
spare the flock. 30Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order 
to draw away disciples after them. 31So be on your guard! Remember that for three years I 
never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears. 

 
(Heb. 13:17) Obey your leaders and submit to their authority. They keep watch over you 
as men who must give an account. Obey them so that their work will be a joy, not a 
burden, for that would be of no advantage to you. 

 
(Jas. 3:1) Not many of you should presume to be teachers, my brothers, because you know 
that we who teach will be judged more strictly. 

 
Shepherds Protect, Provide, and Pursue 
 
God always journeys with his people regardless of where they are in life and regardless of the 
situation (cf. Ps. 23:4,6). Jesus, as our Shepherd (Jn. 10:1-14), calls us as elders to be his “under- 
shepherds,” to pursue those who are straying from the way of God, the truth of God, and the life 



of God (cf. Matt. 18:12-14; Jn. 14:6). 
 

(Ps. 23:1,4,6) 1The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not be in want.... 4Even though I walk 
through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod 
and your staff, they comfort me.... 6 Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of 
my life, and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever. 

 
(Matt. 18:12-14) 12"What do you think? If a man owns a hundred sheep, and one of them 
wanders away, will he not leave the ninety-nine on the hills and go to look for the one that 
wandered off? 13And if he finds it, I tell you the truth, he is happier about that one sheep 
than about the ninety-nine that did not wander off. 14In the same way your Father in 
heaven is not willing that any of these little ones should be lost. 

 
“True elders do not command the consciences of their brethren, but appeal to their brethren 
to faithfully follow God’s Word. Out of love, true elders suffer and bear the brunt of 
difficult people and problems so that the lambs are not bruised. They bear the 
misunderstanding and sins of others so the assembly may live in peace. They lose sleep so 
that others may rest. They make great personal sacrifices of time and energy for the welfare 
of others. They see themselves as men under authority. They depend on God for wisdom 
and help, not on their own power and cleverness. They face the false teacher’s fierce 
attacks. They guard the community’s liberty and freedom in Christ so that the saints are 
encouraged to develop their gifts, to mature, and to serve one another.” (Alexander 
Strauch, Biblical Eldership, p. 98) 

 
God strongly rebukes those shepherds who do not care for the flock. 
 

(Ezek. 34-2-6) 'This is what the Sovereign LORD says: Woe to the shepherds of Israel 
who only take care of themselves! Should not shepherds take care of the flock? 3 You 
eat the curds, clothe yourselves with the wool and slaughter the choice animals, but you 
do not take care of the flock. 4 You have not strengthened the weak or healed the sick or 
bound up the injured. You have not brought back the strays or searched for the lost. 
You have ruled them harshly and brutally. 5 So they were scattered because there was no 
shepherd, and when they were scattered they became food for all the wild animals. 

 
The Church Discipline Process 
The process in Matthew 18:15-20 serves as an overall outline for carrying out church discipline. 
For the sake of context, the passage on church discipline is embedded within other relevant 
passages: (Matt. 18:7-11)—the seriousness of causing others to stumble; (Matt. 18:12-14)—the 
importance of pursuing the one lost sheep; (Matt. 18:21-35)—the parable of the unmerciful 
servant. 
 
 Who Initiates the Process? 

 
There is often confusion over who is responsible for the initiation of restorative efforts. 
God does not give us a choice. Whoever is aware of an offense with another is responsible 
to pursue peace. Why is this so? Our worship of God is hindered by our sins and the sins of 



others. The following two verses support this principle of mutual responsibility for 
reconciliation within the context of worship: 

 
  Regardless of whether you sinned against another ... 

 
(Matt. 5:23-24) Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there 
remember that your brother has something against you, 24leave your gift there in 
front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer 
your gift. 

 
  Or another has sinned against you ...  
 

(Mark 11:25) And when you stand praying, if you hold anything against anyone, 
forgive him, so that your Father in heaven may forgive you your sins.  
 

God calls us to forgive. Matthew 18:21-35 deals with the gospel principle of 
forgiveness. 

 
Preparation Step—By Faith, Pray for Wisdom, Strength, and Love 
Restorative discipline requires much prayer and wisdom to avoid spiritual abuse and unnecessary 
hurt through unloving and overbearing confrontation. As you prepare to restore, check your 
motivation and attitude. The love of Christ must be the compelling reason (2 Cor. 5:14-15), 
remembering the other is a brother or sister in Christ and you are pursuing peace as far as it 
depends on you (Rom. 12: 18; 14:19). You should approach a brother or sister in Christ with a 
spirit of humility and gentleness. 
 
 By Faith, Pray for Wisdom and Strength 

 
Everything should be done by faith (cf. Heb. 11:6) including every aspect of church 
discipline. Faith is displayed through prayerful dependence upon the Lord to provide the 
wisdom and strength we need to love with endurance and patience, flowing from a heart of 
joy and thanksgiving for our God who redeemed us by His love. 

 
Remember, gospel confrontation is about God’s agenda, not our own agenda. Notice one of 
the key emphases of Matthew 18:15-17 is whether the unrepentant person listens. If the 
other is to listen, what will you have to say? 

 
Do Not Merely Share From Your Experience: You are not called to speak from your 
own experience, but to speak the truths of the gospel into the specific and personal 
situation that calls for faith and repentance. You can share from your own experience 
only as a concrete illustration of how these specific gospel truths relate to the realities 
in your own life. 

 
Pray for Wisdom: Ask God for wisdom to know how His Word speaks to this 
situation. Remember the goal of every gospel confrontation is to help the other 
person see the holiness and beauty of God, the sinfulness of self and others, and to 



see the significance and sufficiency of the cross of Christ. 
 

(Eph. 1:17) I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious 
Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know 
him better. 
 
(Col. 1:9) 9For this reason, since the day we heard about you, we have not 
stopped praying for you and asking God to fill you with the knowledge of his will 
through all spiritual wisdom and understanding. 

 
Pray for Strength, Courage & Endurance: We also have to believe God can do above 
and beyond all we could ever ask or think in every aspect of life. Church discipline 
requires strength, courage and endurance. Church discipline is totally dependent on 
the power of God working through the Spirit of God and the people of God as they 
minister the word of God. 

 
(Eph. 3:14-21) 14For this reason I kneel before the Father, 15from whom his 
whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name. 16I pray that out of his 
glorious riches he may strengthen you with power through his Spirit in your 
inner being, 17so that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith. And I pray 
that you, being rooted and established in love, 18may have power, together with 
all the saints, to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ, 
19and to know this love that surpasses knowledge—that you may be filled to the 
measure of all the fullness of God. 20Now to him who is able to do immeasurably 
more than all we ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within 
us, 21to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all 
generations, forever and ever! Amen. 

 
(Col. 1:10-14) 10And we pray this in order that you may live a life worthy of the 
Lord and may please him in every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing 
in the knowledge of God, 11being strengthened with all power according to his 
glorious might so that you may have great endurance and patience, and joyfully 
12giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of 
the saints in the kingdom of light. 13For he has rescued us from the dominion of 
darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, 14in whom we have 
redemption, the forgiveness of sins. 

 
 By Faith, Pray for Love to Gently Restore 

God cares how we relate to one another and designed relationships to be the context and 
means for gospel transformation. His word provides overarching principles, as well as 
specific instruction, for how we are to live out the gospel in community. Knowing that sin 
produces disunity and unrest in relationships, God addresses how we are to relate to one 
another even in situations involving discipline: 

 
(Gal. 6:1-2) 1Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should 
burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ. 



  (Eph. 4:15; 29) 15Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into 
him who is the Head, that is, Christ.... 29Let no unwholesome word proceed from your 
mouth, but only such a word as is good for edification [building up] according to the 
need of the moment, so that it will give grace to those who hear. 

 
  (2 Tim. 2:22-26) 22Flee the evil desires of youth, and pursue righteousness, faith, love 

and peace, along with those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart. 23Don't have 
anything to do with foolish and stupid arguments, because you know they produce 
quarrels. 24And the Lord's servant must not quarrel; instead, he must be kind to 
everyone, able to teach, not resentful. 25Those who oppose him he must gently instruct, 
in the hope that God will grant them repentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth, 
26and that they will come to their senses and escape from the trap of the devil, who has 
taken them captive to do his will. 

 
(2 Tim. 4:2-5) 2Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, 
rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction. 3For the time will 
come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, 
they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears 
want to hear. 4They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths. 
5But you, keep your head in all situations, endure hardship, do the work of an 
evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry. 

 
Progressive Church Discipline Steps: 
All church discipline should maximize redemptive and protective efforts for all involved in 
accordance with the Scriptures.  
 
 The Issue of Confidentiality 

The church discipline process outlined in Matthew 18:15-17 infers a progressive and 
escalating level of disclosure and action. Step 1 requires the matter to be discussed 
privately between the parties directly involved (Matt. 18:15). Step 2 expands the level of 
disclosure to a minimum of 1-2 witnesses (Matt. 18:16). Step 3 expands the level of 
disclosure to a church leader and possibly more people in direct community with those 
involved for the sake of additional prayer and counseling support (Matt. 18:17a). In Step 4, 
when all previous steps have failed, the elders are called to tell the church members at a 
members meeting. Informing the entire church is necessary so that the members can pray 
for the unrepentant person and engage the person through intentional redemptive dialogue 
instead of hanging out as if nothing were wrong. 

 
 The Issues of Timeliness and Leadership 

All church discipline issues should be addressed promptly and intentionally at every step of 
the process. Moreover, all redemptive and restorative efforts require leadership, whether 
informal or formal. Unnecessary delays in the disciplinary process perpetuate sin, create 
confusion and tension within the community, and create a perception of a lack of concern 
or decisive action from the church leaders in dealing with rebellious and sinful living. 

 
Step 1: Privately Seek Reconciliation (Matt. 18:15) 



"If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If 
he listens to you, you have won your brother over. 

 
Believe it or not, the everyday gospel life is the context for church discipline. The gospel 
emphasizes unity, peace, truth in love, forgiveness, and reconciliation for three primary reasons: 
(1) such realities are rooted in the gospel and reflect God and his nature, (2) such realities 
describe the call of every believer to live in a way that results in the purity and unity of the body 
of Christ, and (3) such realities serve as a testimony to the world in the greatness and glory of 
God. We no longer live for ourselves but for him who died for us, redeemed us, and reconciled 
us to himself. 
 
The phrase, “if he listens to you, you have won your brother over” in Matthew 15:16 explains the 
purpose of church discipline—redemption. The concept of the word “won” implies reclaiming a 
person of value who was once lost. As the parable of the lost sheep, lost coin, and lost son teach 
in Luke 15 the church should pursue an unrepentant member relentlessly until the person repents 
and is restored. 
 
The Scriptures command us to first deal with another in private. Such gospel confrontations— 
rebukes, warnings, and encouragements—should be taking place in our everyday relationships 
and in our various gatherings and reflect ongoing informal church discipline. Such intentional 
redemptive relationships reflect a pervasive gospel ministry of the word that serves as the 
primary means for building the church up in love. 
 

(Ps. 141:5a) Let a righteous man strike me—it is a kindness; let him rebuke me—it is oil on 
my head. My head will not refuse it. 
 
(Prov. 27:5) Better is open rebuke than hidden love. (Col. 3:16) Let the word of Christ 
dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you 
sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God. 

 
(1 Thess. 5:14) And we urge you, brothers, warn those who are idle, encourage the timid, 
help the weak, be patient with everyone. 

 
(2 Thess. 3:14-15) 14If anyone does not obey our instruction in this letter, take special note 
of him. Do not associate with him, in order that he may feel ashamed. 15Yet do not regard 
him as an enemy, but warn him as a brother. 

 
For elders who commit sin in a public manner (1 Tim. 5:19-20) 19Do not entertain an 
accusation against an elder unless it is brought by two or three witnesses. 20Those who sin 
are to be rebuked publicly, so that the others may take warning. 

 
(Titus 3:10-11) 10Warn a divisive person once, and then warn him a second time. After 
that, have nothing to do with him. 11You may be sure that such a man is warped and 
sinful; he is self-condemned. 

 
(Heb. 3:12-15) 12See to it, brothers, that none of you has a sinful, unbelieving heart that 



turns away from the living God. 13But encourage one another daily, as long as it is called 
Today, so that none of you may be hardened by sin's deceitfulness. 14We have come to 
share in Christ if we hold firmly till the end the confidence we had at first. 15As has just 
been said: "Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as you did in the 
rebellion." 

 
(Heb. 10:24-25) 24And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and 
good deeds. 25Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but 
let us encourage one another—and all the more as you see the Day approaching. 

 
General Steps for a Gospel Confrontation (See Tripp, Instruments in the Redeemers Hand 
and Lauterbach, Transforming Community) Our goal is to do more than read people a list 
of charges from Scripture or tell them what we think of them. We want to help people 
understand what is wrong and lead them back to Christ for their only source of hope. Here 
are some key steps in the restoration process: 

 
Consideration — What does God want the person to see (about self, God, others, life, 
truth, change)? Ask questions; engage them in discussion. What does God want me to 
see? 

 
Confession — What does God want the person to admit and confess? What things do I 
need to confess? 

 
Commitment — To what new ways of living is God calling this person made possible by 
the gospel? What new ways of living is God calling me to live by faith through the 
gospel? 
   
Change — How should these new commitments be applied to daily living by the grace of 
God for me and the other person? 

 
Choose — What words should be used so that the confrontation will be gentle and loving 
to minimize defensiveness and not cause undue hurt. 

 
Carve — How much time will be sufficient for an unrushed, face-to-face conversation, 
making sure you talk soon after arranging the meeting? Long delays cause undue tension 
and anxiety. Avoid communicating via phone or e-mail—eye contact and non-verbal 
communication are essential to gospel confrontation. Make sure you allow enough time 
so both of you can share and ask necessary clarifying and exploratory questions. 

 
 Be Careful to Avoid Gossip and Slander 

If someone has sinned against you or you are a witness of someone’s unrepentant sin, go to 
the person directly without sharing the offense with others. When confronted with sin, it is 
far easier to talk to others for advice about the offense rather than seek the Lord and his 
word for wisdom and step out in faith to confront the person out of love. As you share 
openly with others about the offense, you can easily commit the sin of gossip or slander—
negatively influencing the reputation of the other person. If you fail to talk to the person 



directly in private, you run the risk of misinterpretation at best and slander at worst, adding 
an extra “layer” of sin to the situation. 

 
(Lev. 19:16) " 'Do not go about spreading slander among your people. Do not do 
anything that endangers your neighbor's life. I am the LORD.” 

 
(Eph. 4:31) Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with 
every form of malice (Jas. 4:11-12) 11Brothers, do not slander one another. Anyone who 
speaks against his brother or judges him speaks against the law and judges it. When you 
judge the law, you are not keeping it, but sitting in judgment on it. 12There is only one 
Lawgiver and Judge, the one who is able to save and destroy. But you— who are you to 
judge your neighbor? 

 
If you are truly unsure how to handle a situation then you can seek counsel from one who 
has biblical wisdom, but do so with care and practice confidentiality. Do not share the name 
of the person(s) involved and do not share details that will reveal the identity of the 
offender. 

 
If someone comes to you and asks for counsel about a situation, encourage the inquirer, if 
directly involved, to deal with the offender in private. If the inquirer is not directly 
involved, then encourage the inquirer to have the person involved to deal with the offender 
in private. 

 
Step 2: Involve Select Others (Matt. 18:16) 

 
But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that 'every matter may be 
established by the testimony of two or three witnesses.' 

 
If the person refuses to listen as a result of the private, one-to-one confrontation, despite multiple 
attempts and a variety of approaches, then you should take the next step in the church discipline 
process (cf. Matt. 18:16). 
 
 a.You both can invite someone else into the process by mutual agreement.  
  
 b. In the case of a stalemate, you have the freedom to invite others into the process, even if 

the offender objects. Before you invite select others, inform the other person whom you 
plan to invite into the process.  

 
 c. If the disciplinary issue occurs within a Community Group, you should invite the 

associated CG group leaders into the process. If the group leaders are unsure how to handle 
the situation, they are directed to seek the counsel of the pastors.  

 
d. The primary role of reconcilers is to help those involved to confirm: (1) whether a sin 
was actually committed (v. 16b), (2) whether truth was spoken in love, (3) whether the 
person listened and repented, and (4) all involved did what was necessary in accordance 
with the gospel to pursue peace and reconcile. 



 
Step 3: Tell the Church (Matt. 18:17a) 
  
 If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church 
 
What does it mean to tell the church? Step 3 is derived from the first half of (v. 17). 
 
If the unrepentant person refuses to listen after completing steps 1 and 2 of the church discipline 
process outlined in Matt. 18:15-17a, then those who have carried out the progressive steps of 
informal church discipline (steps 1 and 2) should now inform the elders (step 3). 
 
 Informing the Elders 

At this first phase of formal discipline, Sojourn understands the command “tell it to the 
church” to mean to inform the elders who are the God-appointed leaders of the church 
(See article by David Edling, “The Biblical Basis for Leader-Led Discipline”). Though 
all members of the church bear the responsibility for mutual encouragement and rebuke 
in the gospel, the elders bear the responsibility “to bind and loose” based on the authority 
of God and his word (cf. Matt. 18:18-20). The elders lead the church in the formal 
disciplinary process (steps 3 and 4) as they work with those already involved. The elders 
can conduct an additional investigation to ensure all the facts are known. 

 
Step 4: Treat The Unrepentant as an Unbeliever (Matt. 18:17b) 
  

and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax 
collector. 

 
If a person refuses to listen and repent through steps 1 to 3 of the church discipline process, then 
the Scriptures command the last step of the disciplinary process—treating the unrepentant person 
as an unbeliever (pagan or a tax collector). What does this mean exactly? The term “pagan” was 
used to refer to Gentiles, those outside God’s covenant fellowship while the term “tax collector” 
was used to refer to a Jew who was an outcast, a traitor to his own people.5 Bottom line—
a person who once professed faith in Christ, but currently refuses to repent, should be treated as 
an outsider and not as a brother or sister in Christ. 
 
 Why Inform the Church at this Step? 

At step 4, the second phase of formal discipline process, the whole church is to be 
informed of the unrepentant person. It is important to remember that church discipline is a 
matter restricted to the family of God and therefore should not be dealt with during a 
Sunday gathered service where there is a mix of believers and unbelievers. Instead, the 
church will be told through a regularly or specially scheduled members meeting. This step 
of informing the body of Christ is inferred from the following passage: 

 
 (2 Cor. 2:5-6) 5If anyone has caused grief, he has not so much grieved me as he has 
grieved all of you, to some extent—not to put it too severely. 6The punishment inflicted on 
him by the majority is sufficient for him. 

 



Informing the church as a whole is important for three main reasons: (1) it conveys to the 
unrepentant person the weightiness of his/her sin and its influence on the body of Christ (2) 
it gives each person in the church the opportunity to encourage and call the wayward 
brother or sister to repentance and faith in Christ as they encounter the person in the 
various realms of life, and (3) it protects the witness of the church, avoiding confusion with 
those outside the body of Christ, and with those inside the church by providing a warning 
that such willful rebellion is not tolerated by God and is detrimental to the health of the 
body (1 Tim. 5:20). 

 
If the offender is present, the unrepentant person will be rebuked publicly and encouraged 
to confess and repent. If the person is not present, the church will still be informed. 

 
 Discernment in Disclosing Names 

Once a church discipline case reaches step 4, when the unrepentant person refuses to listen 
even to the church, the elders are to inform the church of the general situation and how it 
violates Scripture, the action steps taken against the offender, and the action steps required 
by the members. The elders can exercise discernment in whether or not to share specific 
names based on the following factors: (1) the public nature of the offense, (2) the informal 
or formal influence of the person within the church and community, and (3) the potential 
danger for church members not to know the identity of the offender. 

 
 For Those Considered a Believer 

Depending on the nature of the sin struggle, as in the case of idleness or neglect of family 
responsibilities, the Scriptures still command decisive church discipline but directs the 
church not to regard the person as an enemy but as a brother or sister in Christ. However, 
the Scriptures are clear that we are called not to associate with the unrepentant person: 

 
(2 Thess. 3:6, 14-15) 6In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, we command you, 
brothers, to keep away from every brother who is idle and does not live according to 
the teaching you received from us.... 14If anyone does not obey our instruction in this 
letter, take special note of him. Do not associate with him, in order that he may feel 
ashamed. 15Yet do not regard him as an enemy, but warn him as a brother. 

 
(Titus 1:16 provides additional description of one who claims to know God) They 
claim to know God, but by their actions they deny him. They are detestable, 
disobedient and unfit for doing anything good. 

 
Such separation serves as a God-ordained means to help those hardened by sin to confess 
and repent. Every encounter with such offenders should be used to exhort and encourage 
them to turn away from their wicked ways and turn back to Christ, trusting in him for the 
grace to live out the gospel by faith. 

 
 For Those Considered an Unbeliever 

The Scriptures give specific instruction for dealing with one who calls oneself a believer 
but has turned away from following Christ and refuses to listen to the church through a 
progressive discipline process. 



 
The Scriptures calls us to disassociate from an unrepentant person who refuses to listen to 
those within the body of Christ. Such disassociation may sound counter-intuitive given 
one’s need to hear and experience the gospel in community. However, those who have 
turned from following Christ had the opportunity to hear, but chose to disregard God’s 
teaching and ignore the warnings and exhortations of his people. God will not be mocked. 
His glory and church is at stake. However, because of God’s strong and redemptive love, 
he “disciplines those he loves and punishes everyone he accepts as son ... God disciplines 
us for our good, that we may share in his holiness ... it produces a harvest of righteousness 
and peace for those who have been trained by it” (Heb. 12:6, 10-11). 

 
The passages below are strikingly forceful and extreme in how we are commanded to treat 
one who has been remove from membership due to a refusal to submit to God and repent. 
The language used implies strong and decisive action after all the facts are understood. We 
must trust in the sovereign wisdom of God as revealed through Scripture, trusting his 
wisdom and ways in dealing with those hardened and blinded by sin so that they might be 
brought to repentance. We must also remember the gospel’s call to love our enemies and to 
serve as ministers of reconciliation. 

 
(Matt. 18:17) If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to 
listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector. 

 
(1 Cor. 5:4-7; 11-12) 4When you are assembled in the name of our Lord Jesus and I 
am with you in spirit, and the power of our Lord Jesus is present, 5hand this man 
over to Satan, so that the sinful nature may be destroyed and his spirit saved on the 
day of the Lord. 6Your boasting is not good. Don't you know that a little yeast works 
through the whole batch of dough? 7Get rid of the old yeast that you may be a new 
batch without yeast—as you really are. For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been 
sacrificed... 11But now I am writing you that you must not associate with anyone who 
calls himself a brother but is sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or a slanderer, 
a drunkard or a swindler. With such a man do not even eat. 12What business is it of 
mine to judge those outside the church? Are you not to judge those inside? 13God 
will judge those outside. "Expel the wicked man from among you." 

 
(2 Cor. 6:14-17) 14Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do 
righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have 
with darkness? 15What harmony is there between Christ and Belial? What does a 
believer have in common with an unbeliever? 16What agreement is there between the 
temple of God and idols? For we are the temple of the living God. As God has said: 
"I will live with them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they will be 
my people." 17"Therefore come out from them and be separate, says the Lord. Touch 
no unclean thing, and I will receive you." 

 
(Eph. 5:11) Have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose 
them. 

 



(1 Tim. 1:19-20) holding on to faith and a good conscience. Some have rejected these 
and so have shipwrecked their faith. 20Among them are Hymenaeus and Alexander, 
whom I have handed over to Satan to be taught not to blaspheme. 

 
(Titus 3:10-11)6 10Warn a divisive person once, and then warn him a second time. 
After that, have nothing to do with him. 11You may be sure that such a man is 
warped and sinful; he is self-condemned. 

 
Action Steps Against the Unrepentant Person 
Sojourn elders exercise the authority of God’s Word in dealing with one who remains 
unrepentant through the four steps of church discipline. The elders can exercise discernment in 
determining the level of exclusion associated with removing the unrepentant person from 
membership. The following action steps are generally applied to those who are removed from 
church membership: 
 

a. The one removed from membership can no longer be affirmed as a believer in Christ and 
is excommunicated from church membership (Matt. 18:17; 1 Cor. 5:11-13; 2 Cor. 6:14-17; 
Eph. 5:11; Titus 3:10-11), which also implies the person will not be allowed to take part in 
any benefits of partnership, such as partner meetings. 

 
b. The one removed from membership should not be allowed to take communion (1 Cor. 
11:27- 32). The elders need to be informed if the person is seen taking communion after 
being removed from membership but before restoration. The elder or designated ministry 
leader will not make a scene during the worship service but will contact the person after the 
fact. 

 
c. The one removed from membership cannot attend any Sojourn Community Group—
unless authorized by the elders and for the purpose of public confession (2 Thess. 3:14; 1 
Cor. 5:9- 13; 2 Cor. 6:14-17; Titus 3:10). Such willful unrepentance confuses believers and 
unbelievers and can possibly divide the group. Be sure to remove the person from any 
church group e- mails, Facebook groups, etc. 

 
d. The one removed from membership may not be allowed to attend Sojourn Sunday 
Gathered. Such exclusion depends on the nature of the offense, the potential for divisive 
influence within the community, the potential danger posed by the offender, or unless 
authorized by the elders for the purpose of public confession (2 Thess. 3:14; 1 Cor. 5:9-13; 
2 Cor. 6:14-17; Titus 3:10). 

 
e. The one removed from membership is no longer under the care of the elders and the 
person is prayerfully handed over to his flesh, the world, and Satan (1 Cor. 5:5; 1 Tim. 
1:20; 2 Tim. 2:25-26) so the Lord might grant repentance. 

 
f. All steps taken by the church against the one removed from membership are designed to 
be restorative in nature so that the offender might be brought to repentance and his/her soul 
saved in the end (1 Cor. 5:5; 2 Tim. 2:25-26). 

 



Action Steps for the Church 
Practically, what does it look like to not associate with one who has been removed from 
partnership and is to be treated as an outsider of the church? 
 
 What is permissible? 

 
The elders will ask Sojourn members to pray for the person removed from 
partnership and to ask the Lord to bring the person to repentance and back to Christ. 

 
The elders will inform Sojourn members that they are permitted to associate with the 
unrepentant person only for the purpose of admonishment and restoration (2 Thess. 
3:15; Gal. 6:1-2). They will also be instructed to call the offender back to Christ by 
faith and repentance with gospel intentionality, humility, and grace that both 
comforts and challenges with the goal of redemption. 

 
 What is not permissible? 
 

Members of the church should not associate with or eat with (2 Thess. 3:14; 1 
Cor. 5:9- 13; 2 Cor. 6:14-17; Titus 3:10) the unrepentant person for the following 
reasons: 
  
Such disassociation from Christian community is designed by God to help the 
person realize the seriousness of his/her sin and need for repentance (gospel 
shame—2 Thess. 3:14). 

 
The elders will inform Sojourn members that they are not permitted to associate with 
the person removed from membership and to pretend everything is okay or normal in 
the midst of the person’s rebellious and unrepentant posture towards God and the 
church. 

   
The unrepentant person needs to understand that the church is unified in God’s 
discipline process, as led by the church elders. 

 
Additional wisdom and discernment is needed for those church members who have 
relational ties (family, co-worker, neighbor) with the one removed from membership. 
In extreme cases involving physical or emotional abuse, or illegal activities, family 
members should maintain separation with the unrepentant offender (cf. 1 Cor. 7:10-
11). Moreover, co-workers and neighbors should not gather socially with the 
unrepentant person for a meal. 

 
The following scenarios are examples of how to handle an invitation or encounter 
with the unrepentant person for social purposes (for the sake of illustration, Bill has 
been removed from membership as a result of church discipline): 

 
1. Bill calls Pete to see if he wants to hang out. Pete replies, “I appreciate the 
invitation but there is a problem—you are under church discipline and you have 



not repented for what you have done. I would like to get together, though, to 
talk about your situation in light of the gospel.” 

 
2. Bill sees Pete at a local hang out spot. Bill asks Pete if he can join him. Pete, 
responds, “Bill, I would enjoy time with you but I can’t because of you being 
under church discipline. You can join me if we can talk about your refusal to 
listen to God and the church ...” 

 
   3. Pete is shopping and runs into Bill. Pete stops and asks, “Bill, how are 

things?” Bill replies, “Not so good. I don’t understand why the church has to 
single me out ... what a bunch of hypocrites!” Pete responds, “Bill, I am sorry 
you feel that way but you are not seeing things rightly. I agree with the elders’ 
decision regarding you because I see how they are acting in accordance to the 
Scriptures. They love you and I love you. We pray the Lord would grant you 
repentance so we can be family once again ... until then, we can’t pretend 
nothing is wrong.” 

 
  Additional Reflections on Not Associating with the Unrepentant Person 
 

Treating someone as an unbeliever is painful but necessary. Such measures are 
both redemptive and protective. God views such formal discipline as (1) a loving 
act (cf. Heb. 12:1-13; Prov. 3:11-12), (2) a means for restoring a wandering 
person, and (3) a means of protecting the church and individual members from 
being divided and devoured through sinful influence. 

 
Such redemptive and protective measures are designed by God to providentially 
use the offender’s flesh-driven lifestyle, the world, and Satan to bring the person 
to repentance and back to Christ. 

 
Enjoying a meal together suggests a unified fellowship, which is not the case also 
includes prohibition from Communion, the symbolic meal that reminds us of 
Christ’s sacrifice which is reserved for only believers who strive to live out the 
gospel by faith: 

 
(1 Cor. 11:27-32) 27Therefore, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the 
Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the body and 
blood of the Lord. 28A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the 
bread and drinks of the cup. 29For anyone who eats and drinks without 
recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself. 30That 
is why many among you are weak and sick, and a number of you have fallen 
asleep. 31But if we judged ourselves, we would not come under judgment. 
32When we are judged by the Lord, we are being disciplined so that we will not 
be condemned with the world. 

 
If the one excommunicated does not repent over the course of time, it could be the 
person was never saved and therefore never a true member of the body of Christ: 



 
(1 John 2:19) They went out from us, but they did not really belong to us. 
For if they had belonged to us, they would have remained with us; but 
their going showed that none of them belonged to us. 

 
Repentance and Restoration 
The Lord grants repentance (cf. 2 Tim. 2:25-26). The power of the gospel is declared and 
demonstrated every time a sinner repents. 
 
God provides direct and specific instructions on how we are to restore one who, by God’s grace, 
has experienced godly sorrow that “brings repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no 
regret” (2 Cor. 7:10). 
 

(2 Cor. 2:5-11) 5If anyone has caused grief, he has not so much grieved me as he has 
grieved all of you, to some extent—not to put it too severely. 6The punishment inflicted on 
him by the majority is sufficient for him. 7Now instead, you ought to forgive and comfort 
him, so that he will not be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. 8I urge you, therefore, to 
reaffirm your love for him. 9The reason I wrote you was to see if you would stand the test 
and be obedient in everything. 10If you forgive anyone, I also forgive him. And what I have 
forgiven—if there was anything to forgive—I have forgiven in the sight of Christ for your 
sake, 11in order that Satan might not outwit us. For we are not unaware of his schemes. 

 
The passage makes clear those in the church are called to forgive, comfort, and reaffirm their 
love for the one who was disciplined by the church and later repents by the grace of God. Such 
redemptive and restorative actions reflect the gospel and how Christ forgives, comforts, and 
loves us. 
 
Intentional gospel community is essential to restore one hardened by sin but broken by grace. 
When sincere repentance is evidenced through changed affections and submission towards God, 
along with changed actions and attitudes towards others (cf. 2 Cor. 7:10-11; Jas. 4:7-10; Joel 
2:12-13), follow the general list of steps to help restore the repentant person with God and 
others: 

 
1. Require the one being restored to go before those in his/her immediate community for 
confession of sin and to request forgiveness—the church leader will help determine who is 
included in this relevant community. 

 
2. Gather and coordinate individuals, and/or couples to offer redemptive community 
focused primarily on the person’s relationship with God and secondarily on how the gospel 
calls the person to relate to others—friends, spouse, children, extended family, and others 
as appropriate. 

  
3. Outline the restoration process with as much detail as necessary. Restoration may take 
weeks or months depending on the severity and duration of the struggle. 
 
4. Provide clear guidance to the one being restored and the one(s) impacted by the sinful 



behavior all throughout the process of restoration, making sure the redemptive community 
knows of major details and steps along the way. 

 
5. Ensure the church leadership and redemptive community is somehow included in the 
restoration process should the one being restored choose to work with an outside counselor. 
One means of linking care received from outside the church with those in the church is for 
the one(s) involved in outside counseling to give written consent for a church leader to be 
periodically undated by the counselor. 

 
6. Communicate clearly to those involved when the restoration process is complete, as 
determined by the church leader overseeing the process. Recognize a transition needs to 
take place in the minds of everyone, especially the one being restored once the formal 
discipline process is complete—help identify “next steps” for this transition period. 

 
7. Require the one being restored to attend the members class again and sign the Sojourn 
Church Membership Covenant. 

 
8. Arrange to announce the person’s restoration to fellowship in a community group or 
member’s meeting, based on the extent of the church discipline, so that all can rejoice and 
celebrate God’s mercy (Luke 15:3-7—parable of the lost sheep; 15:11-32—parable of the 
lost son). 

 
  The person should be given the opportunity for a brief public confession.  
 
  The announcement should make clear the person is once again in right standing with 

the Lord and his church. The church should be exhorted to forgive the person, to 
reconcile with the person, not allowing anything that may hinder the person’s fellowship 
with the church—anything less may hinder the person’s continued growth in grace and 
may allow the enemy the opportunity to wreak havoc with the person and church body 
once again (2 Cor. 2:10-11). 
 

*This vast majority of this manual was written by Sojourn Church in Louisville, KY. We have 
reproduced this manual, with very little changes. 


