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Matthew 18:15-20  “Our Joyful Commitment to Biblical Church Discipline”**1 

Summer Series: The Joy of Being a God-Centered Church: The DNA of WBC 

 
Main Idea:  In Matthew 18:15-20 Jesus gave His followers helpful instruction regarding church discipline.  In this 

message, we’re going to look carefully at what He said in its context, and then talk about the implications for us as a 

church. 

I.  We must become a little one (Matt 18:1-4). 

II.  We must care for other little ones (Matt 18:5-35). 

 A.  Make sure you treat little ones as if they were Christ (5). 

 B.  Make sure you don’t cause another little one to sin (6-20). 

  1.  Deal with sin in your own life (7-9). 

  2.  Deal with sin when a little one goes astray (10-14). 

  3.  Deal with sin when a little one sins against you (15-20). 

 C.  Make sure you forgive a little one whenever he asks (21-35). 

Implications for WBC:  If we really believe Christ, we will view church discipline as a good gift to help us fight our 

battle with sin. 

Question #1:  What are the prerequisites to church discipline? 

  1.  You must believe your Bible. 

  2.  You must believe that church membership is a wonderful privilege. 

  3.  You must love your brother more than yourself. 

Question #2:  What are the procedures for church discipline? 

  1.  If your brother sins, go and confront him alone (Matt 18:15; Gal 6:1). 

  2.  If he doesn’t repent, go again with one or two others (Matt 18:16; Deut 19:15). 

  3.  If he still doesn’t repent, inform the church (Matt 18:17a). 

  4.  If he won’t listen to the church, treat him as an unbeliever (Matt 18:17b). 

Question #3:  What is the purpose of church discipline? 

 1.  The goal is to restore our brother. 

 2.  The goal is to protect the church. 

 3.  The goal is to display the glory of God’s character. 

 

The title of today’s message might surprise you. “Our Joyful Commitment to 

Biblical Church Discipline.”  Most people don’t put joyful and discipline in the same 

sentence.  We do, and perhaps a story will help explain why our joy as a church is linked 

to church discipline. 

 I’ve been reading Warren Wiersbe’s book, Fifty People Every Christian Should 

Know.  Listen to what he has to say about Jonathan Edwards: 

Edwards was born into the home of Reverend Timothy Edwards in East Windsor, 

Connecticut, on October 5, 1703. He was the only son in the family; he had ten 

sisters. He came from good Puritan stock, especially on his mother’s side of the 

family. Her father was Reverend Solomon Stoddard, revered pastor of the 

Congregational Church at Northampton, Massachusetts. Stoddard was the 

accepted spiritual leader of the churches in the Connecticut Valley; in fact, some 

people called him “Pope” Stoddard. He pastored there for fifty years, and under 

his ministry at least five special spiritual awakenings had been experienced.2 

In 1716, when Edwards was thirteen, he began his studies at Yale college, where 

he did undergraduate work for four years, and then spent two more years studying 

theology.  While at Yale at the age of seventeen, he was born again.  Wiersbe says: 

Since childhood he had revolted against the doctrine of the sovereignty of God. 

But as he read 1 Timothy 1:17, he had a remarkable experience of the sense of 

 
**Note:  This is an unedited manuscript of a message preached at Wheelersburg Baptist Church.  It is provided to prompt your 

continued reflection on the practical truths of the Word of God. 
1 For a previous look at this passage, see the message preached at WBC in 2011 in our series, “Nine Marks of a Healthy Church.” 
2 Wiersbe, Warren W.. 50 People Every Christian Should Know (p. 30). Baker Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 
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God’s greatness and glory, and all his theological objections disappeared. “As I 

read the words,” he wrote in his personal account, “there came into my soul, and 

was as it were diffused through it, a sense of the glory of the divine Being; a new 

sense, quite different from anything I ever experienced before. . . . From about 

that time, I began to have a new kind of apprehensions and ideas of Christ, and 

the work of redemption, and the glorious way of salvation by Him.”3 

 Then, when he was 24, Edwards was ordained and became assistant to his 

grandfather, Solomon Stoddard.  Two years later, his grandfather died and Jonathan 

Edwards became pastor of the church that Wiersbe describes as the most important 

congregation outside Boston in the American colonies.   

 But Edwards faced a particular challenge, as Wiersbe explains: 

The churches operated under what was known as the Half-Way Covenant. 

This permitted people to unite with the church if they had been baptized but had 

not made a profession of faith in Christ (they were baptized as infants, of course). 

Their children were then baptized as “half-way members,” but they were not 

permitted to share the Lord’s Supper or vote in church elections.  

But Solomon Stoddard had gone even further in opening the doors of the 

church to unsaved people. He decided that the Lord’s Supper was a saving 

ordinance and that unconverted people should not be barred from the table. The 

result, of course, was a church composed largely of unconverted people who gave 

lip service to the doctrine but who had never experienced the life of God in their 

own hearts.  

Obviously, the new pastor and his flock were on a collision course. 

Edwards had experienced eternal life in an overwhelmingly personal way. It was 

his conviction that truth must be experienced in the heart as well as understood in 

the mind. In his study of the Word, he concluded that church membership and the 

Lord’s Supper were for saved people alone. He realized that many of the 

“children of the covenant” in the colonies were living in sin, apart from God, and 

destined for eternal destruction… 

 Concerned with the salvation of the lost, Jonathan Edwards could not 

continue to live with the compromising situation that he had inherited at 

Northampton. In 1748, he informed the church that he would not receive as new 

members persons who had not given evidence of salvation, nor would he permit 

unconverted people to come to the Lord’s table… This step was daring and was 

violently opposed by most of the other church leaders.4 

 In fact, Edwards’ conviction regarding church membership cost him his job.  The 

congregation dismissed him, and he preached his final sermon in 1750.  He then became 

a missionary to the Indians, wrote several books, and in 1757 became president of 

Princeton College.  He died the following year at the age of 54 due to a smallpox 

inoculation that backfired. 

 How important is it to you that a church’s membership be regenerate and holy?  

Would you be willing to go against your grandfather’s position on this matter and lose 

your job over it?  For Edwards, the answer was yes.  Why?  There was something higher 

at stake, something that made temporal loss worth it all, namely, the glory of God and the 

joy of His people. 

 
3 Wiersbe, Warren W.. 50 People Every Christian Should Know (p. 31). Baker Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 
4 Wiersbe, Warren W.. 50 People Every Christian Should Know (pp. 33-35). Baker Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 
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To help us see how our joy is linked to church discipline, let’s read our text. 

 Scripture Reading:  Matthew 18:15-20 

 I’ve joined a few organizations in my life.  As a child I was in the cub scouts, on a 

couple of little league baseball teams, and in a 4-H club.  Later in Junior High and High 

School I joined some athletic teams and even became a member of the Future Farmers of 

America organization.   

As I recall every organization I’ve joined had certain requirements for belonging.  

They had a purpose, and you had to embrace the purpose.  You had to pay dues, or help 

raise money for uniforms and equipment.  You had to attend meetings, or practices, and 

then you got to play in the games, or enjoy the parties.  And of course, you had to support 

your team members and follow the instructions of the leader.  Nobody forced you to join, 

and you knew going in that if you kept the requirements, you would enjoy the privileges 

of belonging, and if you didn’t, you were out. 

 I still chuckle when I think about being a member of the Future Farmers of 

America.  I had no ambition of being a farmer.  Really I just wanted to be part of 

something with my teenage buddies.  So I got an FFA jacket, went to FFA meetings, 

helped raise money for our projects, and learned and could quote the FFA creed.   

“I believe in the future of farming with a faith born not of words, but of deeds--

achievements won by the present and past generations of agriculturists; in the promise of 

better days through better ways, even as the better things we now enjoy have come to us 

from the struggles of former years.”  And that’s just the first of five paragraphs! 

That’s interesting, isn’t it?  To belong to this secular organization called the 

Future Farmers of America, you have to believe something, and you have to say publicly 

that you believe it.  I believe in the future of farming.   

And that’s not all you professed.  I won’t recite all five paragraphs, but I want you 

to hear the second: “I believe that to live and work on a good farm, or to be engaged in 

other agricultural pursuits, is pleasant as well as challenging; for I know the joys and 

discomforts of agricultural life and hold an inborn fondness for those associations which, 

even in hours of discouragement, I cannot deny.” 

 I said those words.  You had to say them to be a member of the FFA.  But though 

I said them, they weren’t true, not for me.  I didn’t know the joys and discomforts of 

agricultural life.  Oh, I lived on a farm, and I saw farmers every day who did know the 

joys and discomforts of agricultural life.  But I didn’t experience what I professed.   

 That’s because I wasn’t a farmer.  I just liked the fringe benefits that went along 

with being a member of the Future Farmers of America. 

 Is that the way church membership works?  Sadly, in many cases, yes.  It’s not 

uncommon for a churches to have membership rolls two or three times the size of their 

Sunday attendance.  “How many members do you have?”  “We have 250,” is the reply.  

“How many gathered to worship last Sunday?”  And the answer?  “Uh, about 110.” 

 Is that the way the Lord intended for His church to operate?  It’s not. 

When you read the four Gospel accounts, surprisingly, you see the word “church” 

in only two passages, both in Matthew.  In the first Jesus said, “I will build my church.”  

That’s Matthew 16:18.  In the second, which is Matthew 18:17, Jesus said, “If he [a 

brother who sins against you] refuses to listen to them [to two or three brothers who urge 

him to repent of his sin], tell it to the church.  And if he refuses to listen even to the 

church, treat him as you would a pagan.” 

 That’s significant.  Jesus mentioned the church only twice.  In the first He said He 

would build it.  In the second He made it clear He wanted it to be kept pure, and He gave 
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the assignment of keeping the church pure to the church itself.  Specifically, if there is 

unrepentant sin in the life of a person who belongs to His church, Jesus said to tell it to 

the church, so that the church can and will deal with that problem. 

 Jesus made it clear that it’s supposed to mean something to be part of His church.  

The church certainly means something to Him, for He gave His life for it, and every day 

since He demonstrates His care for it in countless ways.  The church is precious to Christ, 

and so should it be to us. 

 One of the ways we demonstrate the significance of the church is by doing what 

Jesus instructed His followers to do in Matthew 18, and that brings us to our joyful 

commitment to church discipline. 

We’re going to do two things in this message.  First, we’re going to look carefully 

at what Jesus said about church discipline in Matthew 18:15-20, paying close attention to 

the context of the entire chapter.  Then secondly, we’re going to talk about the 

implications of what Jesus said for us as a church.  

Often, we get into trouble when we ignore the context of a passage.  That’s 

especially the case if jump right into Jesus’ teaching on church discipline in Matthew 

18:15-20.  We must see the context, both what precedes it and follows it, if we’re to 

understand it rightly. 

Notice how the chapter begins.  Verse 1 says, “At that time the disciples came to 

Jesus and asked, ‘Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?’”  Interesting question.  

Why did the disciples ask about the kingdom?  Because they’re standing in the presence 

of the King. 

Matthew’s Gospel presents Jesus as King.  It starts with His royal genealogy in 

chapter one.  It moves in chapter two to a visit by the magi who asked, “Where is the one 

who has been born king of the Jews?  We have come to worship him (2:2).”  In chapter 

three John the Baptist announces, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near (3:2).”  In 

chapter four, Jesus begins to preach and announces, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven 

is near (4:17).”  In chapters five to seven, Jesus teaches what living in His kingdom is all 

about, in what we call His Sermon on the Mount.  In chapters eight to fourteen, Jesus 

demonstrates His royal authority all over Galilee by preaching and doing miracles.  In 

chapters fourteen to seventeen, He does the same in regions outside of Galilee.  In 

chapter eighteen He returns to Galilee for one last public ministry, and then begins His 

journey south to the cross in chapters nineteen through twenty-seven, climaxing with His 

resurrection in chapter twenty-eight. 

 Who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?  That’s the disciples’ question, and 

the answer King Jesus gave them shocked them greatly.  First, He showed them the 

answer, and then He told them with words.  Notice what He did in verse 2, “He called a 

little child and had him stand among them.”  And then, with all eyes on that little child 

He said this in verses 3-4, “I tell you the truth, unless you change and become like little 

children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.  Therefore, whoever humbles 

himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.” 

 We’re not going to take time to put meat on the bones, but I want to give you the 

skeletal structure of the whole chapter.  In Matthew 18 Jesus the King makes two points 

perfectly clear regarding God’s kingdom. 

 

I.  To enter God’s kingdom, we must become a little one (Matt 18:1-4). 

 There are no big shots in God’s kingdom, just little ones.  Jesus emphasizes this 

reality throughout this section:  in verse 3 (“little children”), verse 4 (“like this child”), 
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verse 5 (“a little child”), verse 6 (“one of these little ones”), verse 10 (“little ones”), and 

verse 14 (“little ones”). 

 Friends, there’s only one way into the realm of God’s eternal blessing, and that’s 

to get down low and become something a self-absorbed sinner doesn’t want to become, a 

little one.  Little kids don’t have power or influence.  They’re totally dependent on others.  

Jesus isn’t referring to a child’s innocence, for they’re certainly not innocent but “vipers 

in diapers,” as a friend of mine puts it!  He’s referring to a child’s weakness and need. 

“Blessed are the poor in spirit,” said Jesus earlier, “for theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven.”  We enter the world thinking life is all about us.  In God’s kingdom it’s all about 

Him, so if you want to enter it you need to change—that’s Jesus’ word in verse 3—and 

become like little children. 

 There’s no other way.  No one enters God’s kingdom because they deserve it, but 

only by getting down low (they “humble themselves”), and then doing what helpless little 

kids do so well.  They ask for help. 

 Jesus came to seek and save people who need help, the lost.  It’s why He died on 

the cross, to pay sin’s penalty for every helpless sinner who would call on Him, and He 

conquered death and secured victory for them over sin and death.   

If only they would ask.  That’s how you enter God’s kingdom.  You must become 

a little one.  That’s point one.  Here’s point two. 

 

II.  To live rightly in God’s kingdom, we must care for other little ones (Matt 18:5-35). 

 That’s Jesus’ point of the rest of the chapter.  If you belong to God’s kingdom, 

which means you have become a little one, then you have a responsibility to other little 

ones.  Again, when Jesus refers here to “little ones”, He’s not talking simply about little 

kids.  He’s talking about God’s kids of all ages.  Little ones, as verse 6 indicates, are 

people who believe in Jesus.  So little ones are Christians.  

 And in God’s kingdom, according to Jesus, little ones are to take care of other 

little ones.  How?  Jesus says we have three basic responsibilities. 

 A.  Make sure you treat little ones as if they were Christ (5).  That’s what He 

says in verse 5 (NIV), “And whoever welcomes a little child like this in my name 

welcomes me.”  In God’s family, we’re all just little ones.  The only reason we’re in the 

family is because God heard our helpless cry and came to our rescue.  And that’s what He 

asks of us, to treat other little ones the same way.   

Welcome them.  Receive them.  Care for them.  Help them.  Open your hearts and 

lives to little ones, says Jesus, in my name, as if they were me. 

 That’s putting it in positive terms.  In verses 6-20 Jesus puts the responsibility in 

negative terms.  He tells us what we’re not to do. 

 B.  Make sure you don’t cause another little one to sin (6-20).  He says in verse 

6, “But if anyone causes one of these little ones who believe in me to sin, it would be 

better for him to have a large millstone hung around his neck and to be drowned in the 

depths of the sea.” 

 I guarantee you don’t want that to happen.  You don’t want somebody to tie a 

huge stone around your neck and throw you into the ocean.  Yet here’s something even 

worse.  Jesus said it would be better to be the person with the rock around his neck than 

to be the person who causes one of God’s little ones to sin. 

 It’s bad enough to sin, to know what pleases God and flat out choose not to do it.  

It’s worse, says Jesus, unthinkably worse, to cause someone else to sin.   
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 I ministered in a funeral service several years ago for a cousin of mine who had 

committed suicide.  It was the final bad decision in a trail of bad decisions.  Yet here’s 

the tragedy of it all.  You could trace a lot of her poor decisions back to decisions she had 

nothing to do with.  It started with the decision her father made when, as his daughter was 

heading into her formative teenage years, he abandoned his family for the thrill of a 

younger woman.  And then came the decision her mother made, when out of spite for her 

ex-husband, she manifested bitterness and quickly jumped into another marriage.  Not 

surprisingly, the rebound marriage didn’t last.  But what did last was the domino effect of 

sin in the lives of the kids who began to follow in their parents’ steps. 

“Woe to the world because of the things that cause people to sin!” says Jesus in 

verse 7.  “Such things must come, but woe to the man through whom they come!”  Jesus 

refers to that which “causes another to sin” in verses 6, 7, 8, & 9.  It happens all the time 

in the world.  But it should never happen in the life of a little one.  Make sure, says Jesus 

to His little ones, that you do not cause another little one to sin. 

 So how can we prevent it from happening?  Jesus tells us.  Instead of causing sin, 

we’re supposed to deal with sin.  Where?  And how?  Jesus tells us by mapping out three 

situations. 

  1.  Deal with sin in your own life (7-9).  That’s where you start, as Jesus 

makes plain in verses 8-9, “If your hand or your foot causes you to sin cut it off and 

throw it away. It is better for you to enter life maimed or crippled than to have two hands 

or two feet and be thrown into eternal fire. And if your eye causes you to sin, gouge it out 

and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye than to have two eyes and 

be thrown into the fire of hell.” 

 In other words, if you want to make sure you don’t cause another little one to sin, 

you can’t be passive.  Rather, you must take action, even drastic action, to get rid of the 

causes of sin in your own life.  Men, if you don’t want to scar the little ones in your life, 

then stop flirting with that woman at work, get some boundaries in place, and if your 

marriage has gone sour, then take the initiative and get some help!  And ladies, don’t let 

the root of bitterness develop in your heart, no matter what your husband does (or doesn’t 

do) to you.  There are little eyes watching you, and learning, and imitating, and the last 

thing you ever want to do is to cause a little one to sin. 

 We don’t do that in God’s kingdom.  We’re called to treat little ones as if they 

were Christ.  Which means we don’t cause other little ones to sin.  Which means we deal 

with sin at the prevention stage, as soon as we see it coming, starting in our own lives.   

But we don’t stop there.  Jesus gives a second situation. 

  2.  Deal with sin when a little one goes astray (10-14).  I think that’s the 

point Jesus is making in verses 10-14.  He begins with this charge in verse 10, “See that 

you do not look down on one of these little ones.”  Again, when Jesus says ‘little ones,’ 

He’s not talking about little kids, but all of God’s children, regardless of their age.5  

Don’t you dare look down on one of your brothers and sisters, no matter what. 

Why not?  Jesus gives an interesting reason at the end of verse 10, “For I tell you 

that their angels in heaven always see the face of my Father in heaven.”  That’s 

encouraging.  Jesus says that little ones have angels, “their angels.”  Hebrews 1:14 says 

that angels are “ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation.” 

 
5 In the next section He’ll actually use family language, “brother” in verse 15 and “brother” in verse 35. 

In the next section He’ll actually use family language, “brother” in verse 15 and “brother” in verse 35. 
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 The point seems to be this.  If angels are caring for God’s children, then so must 

we.  And we don’t do that by looking down on them. 

When do we tend to look down on another Christian?  It’s often when he or she is 

struggling with sin, right?  I wonder what the angels think when they hear conversations 

like these. 

“Hey, did you see the clothes that woman wore to church today?!  I wouldn’t be 

caught dead in that outfit.  And she calls herself a Christian!” 

“Why don’t the deacons do something about Rick?  When I passed him in the 

aisle at Walmart last week, I’m sure I smelled alcohol on his breath.  That man is a 

terrible example for our kids.” 

Listen again to Jesus.  See to it that you do not look down on one of these little 

ones.  What?  Is Jesus saying we should ignore sin problems, like dressing immodestly, 

and getting drunk?  Not at all.  That kind of living isn’t pleasing to Him, as His Word 

makes clear.  But this text makes it clear that this doesn’t please Him either, when one 

little one looks down on another little one who has gone astray in sin. 

That’s not how you deal with sin in God’s family.  How then?  Here’s how.  

Listen to Jesus’ parable in verses 12-14, “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?  And 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.  In the 

same way your Father in heaven is not willing that any of these little ones should be lost.” 

 There’s how you deal with sin in a brother’s life.  Not by looking down on him, 

not by gossiping about him over Sunday dinner, but by going after him. 

 I hope when you come to church you’re looking out for people who are not here.  

Sure, greet the 99, and thank God for them.  But don’t forget the 1.  Call him this 

afternoon.  Take him to lunch this week.  Go after the one that’s straying and help him 

deal with his sin. 

 Did you realize that you can contribute to a brother’s sin by not doing anything?  I 

think that’s Jesus’ point here.  Remember His warning.  Make sure you do not cause a 

little one to sin.  And then He tells this parable about a shepherd going after a stray 

sheep.6  The connection?  If we don’t go after a struggling brother, we by our lack of 

action are in essence contributing to his sin. 

 Friends, the Scriptures make it very clear what is supposed to happen.  Galatians 

6:1 says, “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore 

him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be tempted.” 

James 5:19–20 explains, “My brothers, if one of you should wander from the truth 

and someone should bring him back, remember this: Whoever turns a sinner from the 

error of his way will save him from death and cover over a multitude of sins.” 

 We’re not supposed to cause sin.  We’re called to deal with it.  First, in our own 

lives.  Next, when a fellow little one goes astray.  Thirdly… 

  3.  Deal with sin when a little one sins against you (15-20).  Now Jesus 

gets really personal.  He says in verse 15, “If your brother.”  He was talking about “little 

ones.”  Now it’s your “brother.”  It’s same idea, only more personal.  This is family. 

“If your brother sins against you.”  Some manuscripts don’t have “against you,” 

just, “If your brother sins.” We’re talking about a clear sin problem here.  It’s not that 

 
6 In the context the stray sheep is another little one, a fellow Christian.  It’s not a non-Christian as in a 

similar parable in Luke 15:3-7. 
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your brother is merely doing something that you don’t like, but something that your 

Father forbids His children to do.  Your brother has sinned. 

What’s supposed to happen when your brother sins and you know about it?  Say, 

“It’s none of my business”?  No.  Call your pastor, or deacon?  No.  Tell a friend about 

it?  No.  Just pray about it?  Sure, pray, but no, don’t just pray.  Jesus says that you are to 

go, and show. 

 First, “go.”  You take the initiative.  Even though he sinned, you go to him.   

And do what?  “Show him his fault,” says the NIV.  In the ESV, “Tell him his 

fault.”  This isn’t a social call, and though you should be friendly and kind, your brother 

is in trouble.  Your mutual Father is not pleased with something in his life, and you are 

doing for him what you would want him to do for you, if the tables were turned.  You’re 

on a rescue mission.  He has a hand or foot that’s causing him to sin, and Jesus just said 

it’s better to enter life maimed than to be thrown into hell with two hands and two feet. 

 This is serious!  Another little one, your own brother, is in sin.  And apparently, 

he either doesn’t see the seriousness of his predicament, or doesn’t know what to do 

about it.  So you’ve come to help him, “just between the two of you.”  This is a private 

meeting, two brothers looking eye to eye, having a serious conversation. 

 It might sound like this… “Lenny, I’m concerned.  Maybe I’m missing 

something, but it seems to me that you are having trouble speaking the truth.  We’ve 

scheduled three meetings in the past couple of months and you’ve been twenty minutes 

late for two of them and didn’t even show for the third, without offering any reason or 

acknowledging fault.  Our Father tells us in Ephesians 4:25 that we are to speak the truth 

to each other.  I feel like you haven’t been doing that with me.  What do you think?” 

 That’s what Jesus says should happen.  If my brother sins, I am to go to him.   

Then what?  If he doesn’t listen to you, if he just blows you off, you have another 

responsibility, and we’ll talk about it in a moment.  But what if he does listen, meaning, 

he takes to heart your loving rebuke, and asks forgiveness?  Then what?  Then Jesus says 

you’ve won your brother.  Rejoice!  Restore him back into your fellowship. 

 But what if, after you forgive him, he sins again?  Based on what Jesus says in 

Luke 17:3-4, you go to him again, and if he repents, you forgive again.  And if he sins 

again, you go again.  And if he repents, you forgive again.   

How many times?  That’s the very question Peter asks in verse 21, “Lord, how 

many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?”  

And Jesus’ reply?  You know it.  Verse 22, “Not…seven times, but seventy-seven times.” 

 Now, before we develop the rest of the process of church discipline, I want us to 

see how it fits into the flow of Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 18.  Jesus says that to enter His 

kingdom, we must become a little one, since there are no big shots when He’s the King.   

 So you call on the King, and ask Him to save you.  And He does.  By His grace, 

you become a little child in God’s family.  And once that happens, you now have a 

responsibility to take care of other little ones in the family.  You’re supposed to treat 

them like they are Christ, and by means, make sure you don’t contribute to sin in their 

lives.  This means you deal with sin in your own life, then you deal with it when another 

little one goes astray, particularly when that little one sins against you. 

 And if he repents… 

 C.  Make sure you forgive a little one whenever he asks (21-35).  Lest we miss 

the point, Jesus finishes Matthew 18 with another parable, about a king who forgave a 

servant a ten million dollar debt.  Why?  Just because he asked, on the basis of mercy.   
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But the servant did the unthinkable.  He found another servant who owed him 

$300, refused to hear his cry for mercy, and had him thrown in prison.   

When the king heard about it, he called him a wicked servant, and turned him 

over to the jailer, with this question ringing in his ear, “Shouldn’t you have had mercy on 

your fellow servant just as I had on you (33)?”  

 

Implications for WBC:   

 Here’s the reality.  Very few churches practice church discipline like Jesus said 

we’re to do in Matthew 18.  It’s often seen as something judgmental and inconsistent 

with love.  But that’s not true. 

If we really believe Christ, we will view church discipline as a good gift to help us 

fight our battle with sin.  Isn’t that Jesus’ point in Matthew 18?  His instructions in verses 

15-20 are His gift to us to help us fight our battle with sin.  

Let’s address three vital questions. 

Question #1:  What are the prerequisites to church discipline?  There are 

three things that must be in place if you’re going to practice church discipline. 

  1.  You must believe your Bible.  Friends, I know that loving confrontation 

is not easy to do.  And I also know that we may do it wrongly at times.  But that doesn’t 

alter the fact that our Bible is filled with exhortations and examples that call for church 

discipline.  

In Luke 17:3-4, Jesus says, “If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, 

forgive him. If he sins against you seven times in a day, and seven times comes back to 

you and says, ‘I repent,’ forgive him.” 

In 2 Thessalonians 3:14–15, Paul writes, “If 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. Yet do not regard him as an enemy, but warn him as a brother.” 

And there are others.7  In order to do church discipline, you must believe your 

Bible.  And because we do at WBC, we are committed to biblical church discipline. 

  2.  You must believe that church membership is a wonderful privilege.  At 

WBC we see church membership as just that, a privilege!  It’s not an entitlement, but an 

honor our Savior has won for us at great cost to Himself.  He went through a terrible 

death to bring us into union with God and each other.  And we value that union. 

 Brothers and sisters, it’s not okay to say we believe in Jesus and then live in 

persistent disobedience to Him.  That’s a mockery to His cross.  When we join His 

church we are saying, I agree to live by His Word and for His honor, and when I fall 

short, I will confess my sin and celebrate the wonder of His forgiveness. 

 On a practical note, if a church doesn’t have a membership, it will be very 

difficult for that church to practice church discipline.  Who will they discipline?  Parents, 

you don’t discipline your neighbor’s kids, do you?  We discipline our own children.  

They belong to us.  They’re under our authority and care.   

That’s the way church discipline works, too.  To practice church discipline as God 

intends, you must view church membership as a wonderful privilege. 

 
7 See Leviticus 19:17  “Do not hate your brother in your heart. Rebuke your neighbor frankly so you will 

not share in his guilt.”  1 Corinthians 5:2 “And you are proud! Shouldn’t you rather have been filled with 

grief and have put out of your fellowship the man who did this?” Titus 3:10  “Warn a divisive person once, 

and then warn him a second time. After that, have nothing to do with him. 11 You may be sure that such a 

man is warped and sinful; he is self-condemned.” 
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  3.  You must love your brother more than yourself.  It’s risky to go after a 

brother in sin.  He might respond with more sin.  Sure, it’s safer to just stay away and not 

get involved.  But we’re not called to live safe lives.  We’ll called to walk in our Savior’s 

steps, deny ourselves and love each other, no matter what the risk. 

Question #2:  What are the procedures for church discipline?  Look carefully 

at Matthew 18 and you’ll see that church discipline involves four potential steps. 

  1.  If your brother sins, go and confront him alone (Matt 18:15; Gal 6:1).  

Just you and him, one on one.  What’s your aim?  Jesus says, “If he listens to you, you 

have won your brother over.”  So your goal is to see him listen to you and say, “You 

know, you’re right.  I agree with you.  I’ve been wrong, and I acknowledge it to you and 

to God.  Will you forgive me?”  That’s the goal.  Not to make him hurt for how he has 

hurt you.  The goal is reconciliation.  The goal is to recover your brother. 

  2.  If he doesn’t repent, go again with one or two others (Matt 18:16; Deut 

19:15).  That’s verse 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.’” 

 Why go back with witnesses?  It's a safeguard to insure no one is being 

misrepresented and removed from the church by a false accusation.  One person is not 

permitted to bring an accusation to the church against a brother.  It must be substantiated 

as a valid sin problem and not merely a perceived problem, hence, the visit by one or two 

witnesses. 

 But there’s a practical benefit too.  You want your brother to see more than one 

set of concerned and caring eyes.  You are important to us.  You must deal with this. 

  3.  If he still doesn’t repent, inform the church (Matt 18:17a).  Verse 17, 

“If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church.”  We typically handle such matters at 

communion, or at a church business meeting.  The purpose of informing the church is so 

that the church family can pray for and seek the restoration of their unrepentant brother.  

A period of time is allowed for the church members to seek to make contact with this 

wayward brother, and warn him, desiring to see genuine repentance demonstrated. 

 Notice something.  Who is responsible to do this recovery work?  It's not just the 

pastor’s responsibility, nor the deacons.  In fact, pastors and deacons don't discipline 

someone.  The church does.  Yes, leaders lead in the process, but the discipline is the 

action of the church.8 

  4.  If he won’t listen to the church, treat him as an unbeliever (Matt 

18:17b).  “And if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan 

[ESV ‘a Gentile’] or a tax collector.”  Gentile or tax collector?  What’s that mean?  Jesus 

isn’t telling us to look down on the person, or shun him.  He’s just saying to treat him like 

a non-believer, for by his actions he is refusing to believe and obey the Scriptures.   

So how do we treat non-believers?  The Scriptures call us to love them, pray for 

them, and do all we can to see them reconciled to God, and that’s what we’re going to do 

for the person we remove from membership.  We want to see him restored. 

Question #3:  What is the purpose of church discipline? 

  1.  The goal is to restore our brother.  It’s not to punish him, but to see 

him come back to the fold.  And he holds the key to coming back.  We’re not stiff-arming 

him.  All he has to do is repent of his sin, and we’re ready to restore him with open arms. 

This is true at every step of the process, to see a wayward sheep come home, restored.   

 
8 So when the church does discipline someone, it's inappropriate for a church member to say, “Look what 

the deacons did to that person.”  No, discipline is a ministry of the church. 
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Beloved, don’t miss this.  It’s not a person’s initial sin that brings about his 

removal.  It’s his refusal to repent of that sin, a refusal he has demonstrated at least four 

times before he’s removed.  Having said that, restoration isn’t the only goal… 

  2.  The goal is to protect the church.  “A little yeast works through the 

whole batch of dough,” says Paul in 1 Corinthians 5:6.  He said that to a church that had a 

member that was living in known, unrepentant sin.  “Get rid of the old yeast,” Paul told 

them.  “You must not associate with anyone who calls himself a brother but is sexually 

immoral or greedy, etc.  With such a man do not even eat.”  Why not?  The discipline 

isn’t just for the man’s good, so he’ll come to his senses and repent.  It’s for the 

protection of the purity of the church, too.  Ignore sin, and it spreads and gets worse. 

Perhaps you're thinking, “I'm struggling with this whole notion of church 

discipline.  Is it really necessary?”   

Let me ask you an important question.  What alternative does a church have to 

following the New Testament instructions regarding church discipline?  Paul VanGorder 

answers that critical question, “We must not overlook this solemn fact: if a church fails 

by indifference to exercise discipline where needed, or if it shields a guilty person to keep 

from offending an influential member, Christ will sooner or later take action.”9 

 How do we know?  Because of a picture presented in Revelation 2-3.  Do you 

recall the portrait of Jesus given there?  What was He doing when John the apostle saw 

Him?  Revelation depicts Jesus as walking among the lampstands, a reference to local 

churches.  Jesus is observing His churches, and in Revelation 2-3 He records what He 

sees.  In some cases He commends the churches.  In other cases He condemns them.   

Here's what He said to the local church in Ephesus (Rev. 2:5), "Remember the 

height from which you have fallen!  Repent and do the things you did at first.  If you do 

not repent, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place." 

 What did Jesus say He would do if the church failed to deal with its sin?  He 

would come and remove its lampstand. 

 This is serious.  Jesus Himself will remove the light of testimony from a local 

church that is disobedient to Him.  When a church refuses to address a sin problem in the 

biblical manner, that sin problem spreads like leaven until eventually, the Lord Himself 

removes the lampstand from the assembly. 

 That is the alternative.  And that’s why, though painful, we take necessary action.  

 But there’s a better reason.  It’s not just for our brother’s good, or the church’s 

purity. 

  3.  The goal is to display the glory of God’s character.  God is holy, so we 

must be holy.  He hates sin, so we must hate sin.  He loves the sinner, so we go after the 

sinner in live.  He’s forgiving, so we forgive.  It’s all about Him and reflecting the glory 

of His character.  His glory, and our joy. 

Closing Song: #441 “Take Time to Be Holy” (all four verses) 

August Benediction: Romans 11:36 (NIV84)  

 
9 Paul VanGorder, p. 31. 


