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Church Discipline 
Detailed Outline 

Part 1 of 4 

Introduction: Two Concerns  

A. People think of church discipline primarily in terms of the final, decisive step of 

excommunication.  This only occurs if and when correction is willfully rejected and the sin 

persists. 

B. Consequently, when viewed negatively we are tempted to avoid the subject because it is 

painful and unpleasant.  Worse yet, we avoid practicing church discipline, even though God 

commands it. 

I. Discipline in the Early Church 

A. Things begin very well in Acts. 

1. Peter’s powerful preaching at Pentecost results in many coming to faith (Acts 2). 

2. A paralyzed man is miraculously healed, to the amazement of many (Acts 3). 

3. The church begins to gather for teaching, breaking bread, fellowship, and prayer (Acts 

2:42). 

4. The church generously gives to care for those in need (Acts 2:44–45; 4:32–37). 

5. There is great joy, and many are coming to salvation (Acts 2:43–47). 

B. Peter, Ananias, and Sapphira (Acts 5:1–11) 

1. They followed the example of others, selling some of their property and giving some of the 

proceeds to the apostles for the care of the poor. 

2. But they held back a portion of the money and lied, saying that they had given all of the 

money they received for the sale of their property. 

3. Peter confronted Ananias with his sin and he promptly died. 

4. Peter then confronted Sapphira, Ananias’ wife.  She confirmed her role in her husband’s 

deception and she died as well. 

a) The result was great fear, in the church and outside (Acts 5:11, 13). 

b) And yet the church continued to grow in numbers (Acts 5:14). 

C. Discipline at the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11) 

1. The Corinthians gathered to observe communion, but did so in a drunk, disorderly way. 

2. Paul wrote to rebuke them, indicating that because of sin many were sick and some died. 

D. God takes the sin of His saints seriously, and deals with it in discipline. 
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II. Possible Objections to Church Discipline   

Many are those who would protest divine discipline. They might protest: 

A. Didn’t Jesus deal kindly with the woman caught in the act of adultery (John 8)?  

Jesus never denied the fact that she deserved to die. He merely called the attention of her 

condemners that they, too, deserved to be judged for their sin. 

B. Didn’t Jesus say “judge not” in Matthew 7:1? 

To judge here is not to discern sin, but to condemn the sinner as a lost cause—to write the 

sinner off. 

C. Doesn’t James 4:11–12 tell us that judging goes against the law? 

The “judgment” spoken of there went beyond the law. They were adding to the requirements 

of the law, thereby judging God’s law to be inadequate and in need of their additional 

prohibitions. 

D. Doesn’t the Bible say that “God is love,” thus discipline is contrary to God’s character? 

1. In Hebrews 12 the writer instructs us that discipline is an evidence of God’s fatherly love. 

2. We see the promise of fatherly discipline in the Davidic Covenant in 2 Samuel 7:12, a 

promise that was reassurance of God’s ongoing involvement with Israel’s king. 

3. Thus, divine discipline should assure us of God’s love for us as his sons. 

III. Church Discipline is the Outworking of God’s Fatherly Love through His 

Church, with Repentance and Restoration as its Goal  

Church discipline seeks the good of the church, the good of the wayward saint, and the glory of God. 

A. The Example of Peter (Luke 22:31–34) 

Our Lord warns Peter of his upcoming denial and reassures him regarding his future 

restoration and ministry to others (Luke 22:31–34). When Peter returned he was to 

strengthen his brethren. God used Peter’s failure, repentance, and restoration to make him a 

better leader, in my opinion. 

B. The Example of David (2 Sam. 11, 24) 

1. In a similar way, David’s two most grievous sins were ultimately used of God for blessing. 

2. David sinned greatly in relation to Uriah and Bathsheba (2 Sam. 11), but it was their 

(second) child, Solomon, who became one of Israel’s greatest kings. 

3. David sinned greatly by numbering Israel (2 Sam. 24), but the property he purchased on 

which to offer a sacrifice to God became the place where the temple was built. 
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IV. Application 

A. Be encouraged, because discipline is a gift from a gracious God and a loving Father. 

B. Be very careful not to misapply this truth by taking sin lightly, or by thinking that you can sin 

and get away with it.   

No one willfully sins and comes away with a smile on his or her face.   
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Church Discipline 
Detailed Outline 

Part 2 of 4 

V. Introduction: Matthew 18   

In this lesson we come to the most prominent text among those which deal with the matter of 

church discipline: Matthew 18:15–20. 

Before we deal directly with our text we would do well to take a closer look at the context, namely 

verses 1–14, which precede our primary text. 

A. Verses 1–4 

In verses 1–4 Jesus speaks to his disciples about being childlike. In verse 5 he instructs his 

disciples to receive such children in his name. Then, in verse 6, he issues a strong warning to 

any who would cause such a little one to stumble. 

B. Verses 7–14 

In verses 7–14 Jesus declares that men should go to great extremes to prevent their own 

“stumbling” (not to mention that of a “little one”). Motivation to deal severely with sin 

(stumbling blocks) is because of: 

1. How our sin impacts “little ones” (vv. 7, 10 – see Ps. 73:15) 

2. How our sin impacts us and our eternal well-being (vv. 8–9) 

C. This should set the tone for what is about to follow in verses 15–20. 

Satan always highlights the momentary pleasure of sin; God highlights the long-term 

consequences. We dare not take our own sin lightly. 

VI. Matthew 18:15–20 is Our Mandate 

A. With these things in mind we can understand why our Lord would introduce the matter of 

disciplining a sinning brother or sister. 

B. Notice that the obligation to exercise discipline is given to the church; it is the duty of the 

church to deal with sin in its ranks.  Only once before in this gospel (Matt. 16:18) is the church 

mentioned.  Now, in our text it occurs twice. 

C. The sin which is to be dealt with is the sin of a “brother,” a fellow believer, not an unbeliever 

(compare 1 Cor. 5:9–13). 

D. The command is not directed to the elders or leaders of the church but to its members. This is 

not to say that the elders would have no role in the process, but they are not given the initial 

responsibility to confront the sin. 
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E. The one who becomes aware of the sin is the one who is to take initiative to confront the 

sinner. 

F. If our sinning brother refuses to listen, we are to “tell it to the church.” But while we treat him 

like a Gentile and a tax-gatherer, we must still regard him as a brother (2 Thess. 3:14–15). 

G. When we act to carry out church discipline we do so as God’s agents, with heaven’s authority 

(vv. 18–19). 

VII. The Process of Discipline Outlined 

Our text outlines the complete process so that every contingency is covered.  The hope is that the 

process will not have to go as far as the final step of excommunication. 

A. Four Steps 

1. Private rebuke is to be initiated by the one who initially obtained knowledge of the sin.  

This initial confrontation is to be kept as private as possible, making the corrective process 

as quick and easy as possible. 

2. If private rebuke is not sufficient, one or two witnesses are to accompany the initial 

corrector in order to verify that sin has occurred, and that the wayward saint has been 

properly warned. They also will urge the sinner to repent, and bear testimony to the 

response of the guilty party. This step also serves as a safeguard for the accused party. If 

the accusations of the initial confronter were wrong the witnesses can bear testimony to 

this. Accusations must be verified and have more than one witness (the original accuser 

and at least one other). Thus, the rights of the accused are protected by this process. 

3. If the witnessed rebuke is still rejected, the church must be informed of the sin and the 

congregation is now responsible to seek the sinner’s repentance. 

4. If confrontation by the church fails, then the church body must withdraw fellowship from 

the wayward saint and they must turn the sinner over to Satan (see 1 Cor. 5:5), still with 

the hope that the sinner might repent and be restored to fellowship. 

B. This is done with heaven’s authority. 

VIII. The Process of Discipline Should Be Viewed as the Church’s Identification with 

God, His Holiness, and His Hatred of Sin 

A. Confronting sin is for the good of the sinner and the church, and its aim is to bring glory to God.   

B. It should also serve as a warning to those who are flirting with sin by neglecting the warnings 

that have preceded our text.   

C. Matthew 18:15–20 underscores what God has already indicated: that we must take sin 

seriously, and deal with it drastically.  This applies to our own sin as well as that of our 

brothers and sisters.  
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Church Discipline 
Detailed Outline 

Part 3 of 4 

Introduction: Two Case Studies 

D. In this lesson we will begin our consideration of church discipline by focusing our attention on 

two case studies. 

E. The first case study is found in 1 Corinthians 5. 

F. The second case study is found in 2 Corinthians 2:5–11. 

IX. Church Discipline in 1 Corinthians 5 

A. The city 

Corinth was one of the most wicked cities of Paul’s day. 

B. The occasion 

There was a man in the church at Corinth whose actions shocked even the heathen—he was 

living with his father’s wife. 

C. The church’s failure 

What is even more shocking is that the Corinthian church not only failed to initiate church 

discipline in this case; they were actually proud of the fact that they did nothing. Can’t you see 

the banner that could have hung outside the church:  “The Church at Corinth – The Loving 

Church”? 

D. What we should learn from this 

What we should learn from this is that failing to obey the Word of God may result in thinking 

so distorted that our vice (our sin) actually appears to us as a virtue. The Corinthians’ failure to 

deal with this man’s sin not only was a disservice to him; it was detrimental to the spiritual 

health of the church as well. 

E. Paul’s long-distance discipline 

Even though distant from this church, Paul initiates a kind of personal, long-distance discipline.   

1. He turned this fellow over to Satan for discipline—after all, this man had chosen to follow 

Satan by persisting in his sin.   

2. But the goal was still to bring about good.   

3. The goal was to bring about this man’s earthly, physical discipline so that his spirit might 

ultimately be saved in the Day of the Lord.  
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X. Discipline in 2 Corinthians 2:5–11 

A. The church’s obedience 

1. I am assuming that the man to whom Paul refers here is the one who was living with his 

father’s wife in 1 Corinthians 5.  

2. If this is true, the church must have responded rightly to Paul’s instructions and 

disciplined this man. 

B. The church’s second failure 

1. Given Paul’s words here the man must have repented, but the church failed to accept this 

and restore him to fellowship. 

2. Paul must therefore rebuke the church again and instruct them how to respond. 

C. The solution 

1. In this case they are told to reaffirm their love for this man and restore him to fellowship. 

2. I believe we must sadly admit that we, like the church at Corinth, are slow to act in 

discipline, and we are also slow to restore to fellowship. 

XI. The Value of Plurality in the Discipline Process 

Now I would like to draw your attention to a couple of texts which underscore the value of plurality 

in the discipline process. 

A. Romans 15:14 

And concerning you, my brethren, I myself also am convinced that you yourselves are full of 

goodness, filled with all knowledge and able also to admonish one another.  

(Rom. 15:14 NASB95) 

1. The context makes it clear that Paul is talking to “the brethren,” that is, the church body 

and not just to the church leaders. 

2. They are filled with knowledge, and thus they are able to admonish. To admonish is to 

warn. This is like the warnings we find in the book of Proverbs. We see someone headed 

down a path which leads to trouble, and so we intercept them before they fall into sin, 

warning them of the dangers ahead. If we admonished more often we would probably not 

need to discipline as often. 

B. 1 Thessalonians 5:12–14 

12 But we request of you, brethren, that you appreciate those who diligently labor among you, and 

have charge over you in the Lord and give you instruction, 13 and that you esteem them very 

highly in love because of their work. Live in peace with one another. 14 We urge you, brethren, 

admonish the unruly, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with everyone.  

(1 Thess. 5:12–14) 
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1. We often assess the failures of others in the light of our own gifts. 

As a teacher I am predisposed to think that the problems of others are the result of bad or inadequate 

teaching. One with the gift of helps may assess a failure differently. And so it would be for all the gifts. 

2. Paul’s words caution that our ministry must correspond to the root problem: 

a) It is the unruly who need to be admonished. 

b) It is the fainthearted who need to be encouraged. 

c) It is the weak who need to be helped. 

d) We should be patient with all. 

e) How sad it would be to admonish the fainthearted, or to encourage the unruly. We need 

to respond in a way that corresponds with the need. 

f) This text underscores the importance of plurality ministry in the church. Plurality 

ministry enables a diversity of gifts to minister to a broad variety of ailments. 

3. Beyond this our problems are often more complex than just one failing, and thus we may 

require team ministry, rather than solo ministry. 

4. It may very well be that an individual may need ministry from a virtual “concert” of gifted 

people. This is why plurality of gift, function, and ministry is so important. 

C. Three things to think about 

1. In the church we are predisposed to look the other way, to avoid sin, rather than deal with 

it.  When we fail to deal with sin it only makes matters worse. 

2. Our temptation is to withdraw from the sinner, rather than to work at restoring them. 

3. Even when we do respond obediently to Scripture, we never do so perfectly. We are 

flawed people, and even our obedience falls short of perfection. Nevertheless, we are to 

obey, and to trust God to work in the sinner’s life to bring about their repentance and 

restoration. 
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Church Discipline 
Detailed Outline 

Part 4 of 4 

Introduction: Private or Public? 

D. Jesus taught the principle of privacy in Matthew 18:15–20.  

E. Discipline should be practiced as privately as possible.  

F. But is there ever an occasion in which the discipline should be made public? Yes.  

XII. A Biblical Example of Public Discipline 

A. The example of Peter, Barnabas, and Paul (Gal. 2) 

B. The background (Mark 7:19, Acts 10–11) 

1. God had made it clear (Mark 7:19; Acts 10–11) to Peter and the church that the Jewish 

food laws that separated Jews and Gentiles had been set aside, and that all foods were 

clean.  

2. Jewish believers could now eat and fellowship with Gentiles.  

3. There was no basis for segregation in the church.  

C. The situation 

1. And yet the presence of a few Judaizers prompted Peter, Barnabas, and others to withdraw 

fellowship from (that is, eating with) their Gentile brethren.  

2. This was a denial of the truth of the gospel, and thus Paul publicly rebuked them because 

their actions were public and they set the wrong example, which others followed.  

3. Public correction of these respected leaders was required and carried out. 

D. A more recent illustration 

1. A number of years ago Mr. Bill Gothard emphasized the submission of the wife to her 

husband so strongly that he implied that a woman’s submission to her husband should be 

unconditional.  

2. Based on Sarah’s submission to Abraham, resulting in her being added to the king’s harem, 

it appeared that Gothard was teaching that a wife should even submit to her husband by 

committing sin, trusting God to miraculously deliver her from the consequences.  

3. Joe Bayly challenged Gothard to qualify his position on submission. He did this publicly in 

his column in a national magazine.  

4. Gothard responded by chiding Bayly for making this matter public, citing Matthew 18:15–

20 and its instruction regarding private confrontation.  



 

Biblical Eldership Resources  Church Discipline - 10 

5. Bayly responded, in print, that Gothard taught his views on submission publicly, and in so 

doing he left some question as to what he was saying about submission. Since he taught 

this publicly, he must also clarify his teaching publicly.  

6. I believe that Bayly was absolutely right. Private rebuke would not have made Gothard’s 

teaching clear to the thousands that he taught in his seminars. 

XIII. Is There Ever a Time When Private Correction Needs to be Made Public?  

A. I believe that the answer is “Yes, sometimes.”  

B. Suppose that it becomes evident that a Sunday school teacher is molesting one of his children, 

or that he is contemplating suicide or homicide?  

C. In some cases the law of the land requires us to make a private sin public. 

D. Probably in the case of thoughts of suicide or homicide, we need to deal with that in a more 

public way than otherwise. 

XIV. The Public Correction of an Elder – 1 Timothy 5:17–21  

17 The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who work 

hard at preaching and teaching. 18 For the Scripture says, “YOU SHALL NOT MUZZLE THE OX WHILE HE IS 

THRESHING,” and “The laborer is worthy of his wages.” 19 Do not receive an accusation against an elder 

except on the basis of two or three witnesses. 20 Those who continue in sin, rebuke in the presence 

of all, so that the rest also will be fearful of sinning. 21 I solemnly charge you in the presence of God 

and of Christ Jesus and of His chosen angels, to maintain these principles without bias, doing nothing 

in a spirit of partiality. (1 Tim. 5:17–21 NASB95, emphasis mine) 

A. The elder is singled out here for special consideration.  

1. On the one hand there are some elders who are particularly gifted.  

2. They are expected to spend more time in the teaching of the Word. 

3. And it is likewise anticipated that they will be remunerated accordingly.  

B. But now the instruction turns the process required in the correction of an elder.  

1. An accusation must not be received against an elder unless it is confirmed by the 

testimony of two or three witnesses. This is simply the protection offered to any Israelite 

under the law (Deut. 19:15).  

2. If the elder rejects the effort to correct him he must be rebuked in the presence of all.  

3. In this way the elder becomes an example to the congregation, an example of how God 

deals with sin, even the sin of a leader. 

C. This text assumes that elders can and sometimes do fail, and thus a process is set forth 

that specifies how elders who sin (or who are accused of it) should be dealt with. These 

instructions are most interesting given the context of 1 Timothy 3 and Titus 1.  
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1. In 1 Timothy 1 we learn that Timothy was left to correct problems in the church at 

Ephesus (1 Tim. 1:3 etc.)  

a) Given that this was an established church, and given Paul’s words to the Ephesian 

elders in Acts 20, it is likely that some of the problem was with some of the elders.  

b) Thus, in 1 Timothy 3 Paul gives instruction regarding the requirements for elders, while 

in chapter 5 he sets forth the process for the correction (and removal, if necessary) of 

existing elders.  

c) And so we must conclude that elders are not exempt from the discipline process.  

d) And when discipline is required it may very well need to be made public.  

2. Titus, on the other hand, was there to appoint elders for new churches (Titus 1:5). A 

command like that found in 1 Timothy 5 would not be needed at this point in time. 

D. Elders are thus not beyond rebuke or removal, but are likewise subject to the discipline 

process. This may come as a surprise to some church members and some elders. 

XV. Conclusion 

Once again, we see the value of the plurality of qualified and competent elders as the best 

protection for the purity of the church. 

 

 


