
Understanding (Biblical) Church Discipline 

Preface: A Tale of Two Gospels 

Which “gospel” do you believe in? 

Your answer to this question will have a direct bearing on what you think about 

church discipline. Therefore, it’s worth making sure we are talking about the same 

gospel before we talk about anything else. 

Here are two subtly different versions of the gospel. The first one will probably 

shut down any talk about church discipline. The second one will start the 

conversation. 

Gospel 1: God is holy. We have all sinned, separating us from God. But 

God sent His Son to die on the cross and rise again so that we might be 

forgiven. Everyone who believes in Jesus can have eternal life. We’re 

not justified by works. We’re justified by faith alone. The gospel 

therefore calls all people to “just believe.” An unconditionally loving 

God will take you as you are. 

Gospel 2: God is holy. We have all sinned, separating us from God. But 

God sent His Son to die on the cross and rise again so that we might be 

forgiven and begin to follow the Son as King and Lord. Anyone who 

repents and believes in Jesus can have eternal life, a life which begins 

today and stretches into eternity. We’re not justified by works; we’re 

justified by faith. But the faith which works is never alone. The gospel 

therefore calls all people to “repent and believe.” A contraconditionally 

loving God will take you contrary to what you deserve, and then enable 

you by the power of the Spirit to become holy and obedient like His 

Son. By reconciling you to Himself, God also reconciles you to His family, 

the church, and enables you as His people to represent together His 

own holy character and triune glory. 

So what do you think? Which of these two gospels getter characterizes what you 

believe the Bible teaches? 



 The first version emphasizes Christ as Savior. The second version 

emphasizes Christ as Savior and Lord. 
 

 The first version points to Christ’s new covenant work of forgiveness. The 

second version includes both this and the Spirit’s new covenant work of 

regeneration. 
 

 The first version points to the new status that Christians have as children of 

God. The second version includes both the new status and the new job 

description that Christians are given as citizens of Christ’s kingdom.  
 

 The first version points to a Christian’s reconciliation with Christ. The 

second version points to a Christian’s reconciliation with Christ and Christ’s 

people. 

Everything affirmed in the first version is true, but there’s more to say. Left to 

itself it tends to yield a belief in cheap grace. The second version, I believe, is a 

more robust account of the biblical gospel, and is more likely to lead to an 

understanding of the kind of grace that calls Christians to take up their crosses 

and follow Jesus in holy mission.  

If your understanding of the gospel stops with the first version, you will not have 

much use for what the Bible says about church discipline. But if you embrace the 

second one, then there is a longer conversation to have. 

Church leaders want to reach outsiders, but this good desire produces a bad 

temptation – to slim down the gospel to something skinnier. It’s comparatively 

easy to talk about God’s grace, unconditional love, and faith. It’s harder to talk 

about God’s holiness, Christ’s lordship, a Spirit-given repentance, and the new 

covenant reality of the church as a fellowship of devoted followers of Christ. 

Why? Because all of these things make a demand upon a person, as well as 

produce the need for accountability. And when you build a church upon a gospel 

that makes few demands and offers little accountability, church discipline just 

doesn’t make sense.  



Not only is the call for church discipline an explicit command, it is, just as 

importantly, an implication of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Moreover, it promotes 

the health of Christ’s church, clarifies and burnishes the church’s witness in this 

dark world, and warns sinners of an even greater judgment to come. Most 

importantly, church discipline protects the name and reputation of Jesus on 

earth. 

This is because Jesus has attached His name to the church. He has staked His 

reputation on her. Thus, church discipline is fundamentally about making sure 

that those who profess to represent Jesus on earth actually represent Him and 

not someone else.  

By abstaining from discipline, we claim that we love better than God loves, who, 

according to the Bible, “disciplines the one He loves, and chastises every son He 

receives” (Heb. 12:6). He knows that godly discipline yields life, growth, and 

health: “God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in His holiness” 

(12:10). Yes, it’s painful, but it pays off: “For the moment all discipline seems 

painful rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness 

to those who have been trained by it” (12:11). 

God who is love, lovingly disciplines those whom He loves. And the primary 

conduit through which He exercises His disciplinary love to His people is in and 

through His church. 

Contrary to what most think, God’s discipline reveals His love, not His wrath: 

 Love for the individual, that he or she might be warned and brought to 

repentance. 

 Love for the church, that the weaker sheep might be protected. 

 Love for the watching world, that it might see Christ’s transforming power. 

 Love for Christ, that churches might uphold His holy name and obey Him. 

What is Church Discipline? 

In broad terms, church discipline is one part of the discipleship process, the part 

where we correct sin and point the disciple toward the better path.  



 The Bible teaches the people are disciplined through instruction and 

correction, as in a math class where the teacher teaches the lesson and 

then corrects any errors of the students. The two must always work 

together if there is to be any growth in discipleship.  

In more specific terms, church discipline is the act of removing an individual from 

membership in the church and participation in the Lord’s Table. It is not an act of 

forbidding an individual from attending the church’s public gathers. It is the 

church’s public statement that it can no longer affirm the person’s profession of 

faith by calling him or her a Christian. It’s refusing to give a person the Lord’s 

Supper. It’s excommunicating, or “ex-communion-ing”, the person from the 

fellowship in Christ at the Table. 

Jesus on Discipline: (Matt. 18:15-17) 

On the surface, Jesus appears to have two concerns: first, that the sinner repents; 

second, that the number of people involved remain as small as necessary for 

producing repentance. However, beneath these concerns is the deeper conviction 

that His church should look different than the world – His people are not to live 

like pagans or tax collectors. 

 Matthew’s Jewish audience would have understood “pagan” to represent 

those who were outside the covenant community, and “tax collector” to 

represent those who had betrayed the covenant community.  

Church members should live differently than the world. And if, after a series of 

gracious warnings, they don’t the church should exclude them from the sign that 

signifies their citizenship as a member of Christ’s body/church: the Lord’s Table. 

Jesus is teaching here that local churches have the authority to assess professions 

of faith and to act accordingly: “if two of you agree on earth about anything they 

ask” (18:19). 

In short, Jesus means for churches to play a judicial function, drawing on Deut. 19, 

a passage where Moses laid out rules of procedure for judging criminal cases 

within the covenant community of Israel.  



 When faced with people who claim to represent Jesus with their lips but 

who live contrariwise, churches must carefully weigh the evidence and 

render judgment.  

The Apostles on Discipline: 

The apostle Paul also invokes church discipline in a number of places: 

 Gal. 6:1 – “Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are 

spiritual should restore him in a spirit of gentleness.” 
 

 Eph. 5:11 – “Take no part in the unfruitful works of darkness, but instead 

expose them.” 
 

 Tit. 3:10 – “Warn a divisive person once, and then warn him a second time. 

After that, have nothing to do with him.” 
 

 2 Thes. 3:14-15 – “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. Do not regard him as an enemy, but warn him as a brother.” 

The apostle John encourages something like pre-emptive discipline by not letting 

someone participate in the fellowship of the church in 2 John 9-10. 

Peter likewise does so in Acts 8:17-24 with Simon the magician (who has just 

been baptized). 

The most famous passage in the NT of church discipline is found in 1 Cor. 5. 

 Like Jesus, Paul encourages the church to play a judicial function.  
 

 To hand the man over to Satan is to treat him, in Jesus’ words, like a pagan 

or tax collector; it’s to treat him as someone who longer belongs to the 

covenant community. Everyone who does not belong to the kingdom of 

God de facto belongs to the kingdom of Satan. 
 

 Paul also tells us that failing to remove this brazenly unrepentant sinner 

from the church puts the whole church at risk (5:6-11). 



1 Cor. 5 is especially helpful for discerning the purposes of church discipline. 

 First, church discipline aims to expose. S 
 

- Sin, like cancer, loves to hide. Discipline exposes the cancer so that it 

might be cut out as quickly as possible. 
 

 Second, it aims to warn. 
 

- A local church does not carry out God’s retribution through discipline. 

Rather, it stages a small play that pictures the great judgment to come 

(v.5). Discipline is a compassionate warning of the wrath to come. 
 

 Third, it aims to save. 
 

- Churches are to pursue discipline when they see a member taking a path 

toward death, and none of their pleading and arm-waving causes the 

person to turn around. It’s the device of last resort for bringing an 

individual to repentance (v.5). 
 

 Fourth, discipline aims to correct. 
 

- Just as cancer spreads from one cell to another, so sin quickly spreads 

from one person to another (v.6). 
 

 Fifth, it aims to present a good witness of Jesus. 
 

- Church discipline, strange to say, is actually good for non-Christians, 

because it helps to preserve the attractive distinctiveness of God’s 

people (v.1). 
 

 Cf. Matt. 5:13 

It is this last purpose that challenges how robust our understanding of the gospel 

is. The gospel of Jesus Christ not only addresses the guilt-problem of sin, it also 

addresses the corruption-problem of sin with the promise of a new nature/heart 

purchased by Christ that enables one to represent Him on earth as His new 

creation. 



 With the larger biblical story of God’s purposes for humanity to represent 

Him, He originally tasked Adam with imaging Him in the first creation. But 

Adam failed. So did Israel. So did Israel’s kings. All of God’s “sons” failed. 

But then the eternal Son of God came to image God, and He did so 

perfectly. The good news of the gospel is that God has made a way for us to 

be restored to God and to His original purpose for our lives as His holy 

image bearers. Through the gospel, He promises a pardon from guilt 

through the work of His Son as well as a new law-obeying nature through 

the work of His Spirit. It’s only within this framework that church discipline 

makes sense, as we will now see. 

Establishing a framework for church discipline requires us to understand (1) what 

the gospel is, (2) what a Christian is, (3) what a local church is, and (4) what 

church membership means. 

What is the Gospel? 

The gospel is God’s good news that comes at the end of a long story about human 

beings rebelling against God and enthroning themselves over His world. God 

created humankind in His image in order to represent His rule and character over 

creation. He constituted them in His image, so that they could image Him. He 

called them to rule obediently, so that they could rule like He rules: with 

goodness, justice, holiness, and love. 

However, humanity decided that it was wiser than God, and people chose to rule 

themselves. They corrupted their own natures and earned the penalty of death. 

The story of Israel is the creation and fall story played out in real time and history 

for all to see. A group of people were given all the advantages of God’s law and 

God’s presence for the purposes of representing Him, but they did their own 

thing instead. So He cast them out of His land. 

The good news, which comes at the end of this sad story, is that one of Adam’s 

and Israel’s sons came to do what neither could do: rule obediently and win a 

people for God. He who is the very image of God came as a man and established a 

kingdom by obeying His heavenly Father perfectly, keeping every jot and tittle of 



His law. But not only did He establish a kingdom; He won a people for this 

kingdom by laying down His life as a payment for the guilt of sin, and then rising 

from the dead and inaugurating a whole new creation.  

In short, the Good News is that God’s Messiah – Jesus of Nazareth – has won 

salvation and rule for all who put their trust in Him and follow Him as Lord. 

Salvation includes the forgiveness of sins, reconciliation with God through Christ, 

as well as reconciliation with Christ’s people and a new Spirit-indwelt heart that 

now seeks to represent Jesus on earth as an obedient disciple. 

What is a Christian? 

Simply put, a Christian is one who has been born again from above, and has 

evidenced this new birth in repentance towards God and faith in the Lord Jesus 

Christ. Through their repentance and faith, they are united to Christ and thus a 

forgiven of all their sins by God and justified in His sight. 

But there’s more to a Christian than a new nature and a new status. A Christian 

has a new family as well as a new job description. As a child of God, the Christian 

now represents God in His world. 

 This is precisely the message of baptism and the Lord’s Supper.  
 

- To be baptized is to identify ourselves with the name of the Father, the 

Son, and the Holy Spirit (Matt. 28:19), as well as to identify ourselves 

with Christ’s death and resurrection (Rom. 6:4-5).  
 

- To receive the Lord’s Supper is to proclaim His death and His 

membership in His body (1 Cor. 11:26-29; cf. Matt. 26:26-29). 

God wants His people to be known and marked off. He wants a line between His 

people and the world. He wants us to be holy because He is holy. 

 A Christian, in other words, is someone who wears the name of God on 

earth, who declares His gospel, and who is united to His people. 

 



What is a Local Church? 

According to Matthew 18, Jesus has given His kingdom authority to Christians 

gathered together in His name as a local church - something that He has not given 

to individual Christians. 

The local church is a gathering of born-again followers of Jesus, who, under a 

biblically qualified leadership1 partake in His presence through Word and 

Sacrament. 

 Jesus has given local churches authority to exercise the keys of the kingdom 

through giving and withholding baptism and the Lord’s Supper, thereby 

doing the work of marking off God’s people from the world. 
 

- By doing so they “bind” and “release” things on earth that God has 

Himself already bound and released in heaven. 

The local church, in other words, has heaven’s authority (“keys”) for declaring 

who is a kingdom citizen and therefore represents Jesus’ name on earth. Jesus has 

not authorized individual people to suddenly decide they’re Christians, and to 

then stand before the nations that they represent Jesus. 

Will the local church exercise the keys perfectly? No. It will make mistakes, just 

like every other authority on earth. However, in His inscrutable wisdom, Jesus has 

nevertheless entrusted His authority to local churches. 

What is Church Membership? 

Church membership is simply a declaration of citizenship in Christ’s kingdom. It’s 

a passport that a professing individual is an official, bona fide Jesus 

representative.  

The church body says to the individual, “We recognize your profession of faith, 

baptism, and discipleship to Christ as valid. Therefore we publicly affirm and 

acknowledge you before the nations as belonging to Christ, and thus extend the 

oversight of our leadership and fellowship. 
                                                           
1
 That is, of elders and deacons, Phi. 1:1; 1 Tim. 3; Tit. 1; Heb. 13:7,17;  1 Pet. 5:1-5, etc. 



In response the individual says to the church body, “Insofar as I recognize you as a 

faithful, gospel-declaring church, I submit my presence and my discipleship to 

your love and oversight.” 

In light of these biblical definitions of what the gospel is, what a Christian is, what 

a local church is, and what church membership is, we can close with the biblical 

and thus logical assumptions are for exercising church discipline: 

1. An expectation of transformation.  
 

 The new covenant promises that Christ’s people will live transformed 

lives through the power of the Spirit. Even if change comes slowly, 

churches should expect change – the visible fruit of God’s grace and 

Spirit. Discipline is the right response to a lack of visible fruit, or, even 

more, the presence of bad fruit. 
 

2. The work of representation 
 

- Not only are Christians given a new status; they are given a new work. 

Discipline is the right response when Christians fail to represent Jesus 

properly and show no desire for doing so. 
 

3. The local church’s authority 
 

- Churches do not make people Christians. The Spirit alone does that. But 

churches have the declarative authority and responsibility for making 

public statements before the nations about who is and isn’t a Christian. 

Excommunication is a church’s declaration that it can no longer affirm 

that an individual is a Christian. 
 

4. Membership as submission 
 

- Christians are called, as a matter of obedience to Christ, to submit to the 

affirmation and oversight of local churches (e.g. Heb. 13:7, 17, etc.). 

When we view church discipline through a more robust understanding of the 

gospel, we see it as a gift and not a curse to the church and world. 

 



Conclusion: 

What about you? 

Do you belong to Jesus Christ? Have you repented of your sins and called upon His 

name, believing that all who seek forgiveness of sins in Him will most certainly 

find it? 

If you have put on the Lord Jesus Christ by faith, have you publicly declared this 

through being baptized in a local gospel preaching church? 

If you have been baptized in Jesus’ name, have you become a member of a local 

church, the place where Christ ministers to His people in Word and Sacrament? 

If so, are you representing Jesus well by living as a faithful citizen of the kingdom 

and servant of the King? 

If your answer is no to any of these questions, I beg you to come and talk to me 

after the message.  

 

 


