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 Last week, we were looking at how much the Lord loves His children.  He loves them in 
the same way we love our children, but much more.  That’s why He responds in much the same 
way that we do when our children are threatened.  Would you want someone to tempt your 
children into doing something sinful?  Of course not!  If you saw another child trying to get your 
son or daughter to do something that was wrong, you would stop them immediately.  You would 
also keep your child from spending any more with them.  The Lord warns those who would 
stumble His children that it would better for them to have a heavy stone tied around their necks 
and to be drowned in the depths of the sea.  When you see your children doing things that are 
sinful, do you just let them keep on doing them without correcting them?  No.  You stop them, 
instruct them, warn them and discipline them if they continue to do those things.  The same is 
also true of the Lord.  He tells us that we must stop sinning -- we must cut off the hand or foot, or 
pluck out the eye, that causes us to stumble.  He instructs us and warns us of what will happen to 
us if we don’t -- it would be better for us to enter life crippled, lame, or with one eye, than to go 
whole into hell.  He also disciplines us with His rod of chastisement until we do.  If your children 
wandered away, if they left home or ran away, would you go out after them?  Of course you 
would!  You wouldn’t even be able to think about the rest of your children who are safe until you 
had found the one who was lost.  Again, the same is true of the Lord.  He is not willing that any 
of His children should perish.  When we all went astray, He sent His Son to find us.  When one 
of us goes astray, He sends His angels, His shepherds and His people out until they are found.  
The Lord loves His children, even as we love our own, only infinitely more.  This morning, the 
Lord continues to show His love for His children by telling us what we as individual Christians, 
and what we as members of the church, must do if one of our brothers or sisters goes astray and 
falls into sin:  we must seek to bring them to repentance.  First, we will look at the steps the Lord 
wants us to take to restore a brother or sister who has fallen away, second, what we are to do if 
they don’t repent, and lastly, how the Lord looks at what the church does on earth in the 
discipline process.   
 First, let’s look at the different steps the Lord wants us to take to restore a fallen brother 
or sister.   
 Our Lord tells us in Matthew 24:12, “And because lawlessness is increased, most 
people’s love will grow cold.”  I believe that He said this in the context of the destruction of the 
Temple in 70 A. D., but I also believe that this is what happens whenever people in a society sin 
more:  most people’s love grows cold.  Even the Christian’s love can grow cold, and the colder it 
grows, the more unconcerned he can become about others.  Why do I say this?  It’s because we 
are at a time in the history of our nation when wickedness has grown strong, and the church’s 
love has grown weak.  I don’t mean to say that there isn’t any love at all in the church.  But it 
lacks that kind of love which is the most important -- the kind that is willing to reprove others 
when they sin; the kind that goes after a brother when he strays in the hope of bringing him to 
repentance.  Our love just isn’t strong enough to overcome the rejection we may receive when 
we do this.  No one will ever hate you for giving them money when they’re broke, or food when 
they’re hungry, or comfort when they’re down.  But they may very well hate you if you tell them 
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that they’re believing something that’s a lie, or doing something that’s sinful, and that they need 
to repent.  People generally don’t like to be corrected, especially when they know you’re right, 
and they’re wrong.  They will attack you and criticize you for doing it, even if you do it in the 
right way.  But our Lord Jesus reminds us here that it’s not only the loving thing to do, it’s also 
our duty to call our brothers and sisters to repentance when they fall into sin.  We can’t just let 
them fall away, nor can we wait for them to come to their senses on their own.  We need to go 
after them.  Now how are we to do this?   
 First, Jesus tells us that if our brother sins, we should go and reprove him.  This tells us 
first that Jesus doesn’t want us to harbor any grudges against our brother, but try to help him.  So 
often in the church, when a brother or sister is offended, they don’t deal with the problem 
righteously, but unrighteously.  Instead of showing love, they become bitter.  It’s so much easier 
not to deal with the problem and bear a grudge, than it is to love them enough to want to see 
them repent.  But Jesus says this is wrong.  If their offense is so big that you can’t cover over it 
in Christian love, then you need to go to them and do what you can to be reconciled with them, 
and not allow yourself to become bitter.  The author to the Hebrews writes, “See to it that no one 
comes short of the grace of God; that no root of bitterness springing up causes trouble, and by it 
many be defiled” (Heb. 12:15).  And Paul writes, “If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at 
peace with all men” (Rom. 12:18).  This is what we are to do even if we are the one who has 
offended our brother.  Jesus says, “If therefore you are presenting your offering at the altar, and 
there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your offering there before the 
altar, and go your way; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and present your 
offering” (Matt. 5:23-24).  We are not to hate our brother or sister in secret.  We are to love them 
enough to be reconciled with them.   
 But Jesus says we must first try to do so privately.  Now this assumes that the sin is a 
private sin.  If it is public, then it goes straight to the church.  But if it is private, it must first be 
dealt with in private.  If you happen to see or hear of your brother doing something that he 
shouldn’t -- either he sins against you, or against someone else, or against God -- you are not to 
wait until he comes to you, or to that brother, you are to go to him and try to convince him of his 
sin, as Jesus says, just between you and him alone, in order to get him to repent.  Of course, you 
may first get some counsel if you need it, but only if you need it.  Sometimes we do this just 
because we want to tell someone else.  A lot of gossip has been justified under the cover of 
asking for prayer or counsel.  Jesus says we must do it privately.  If no one else needs to know, 
they shouldn’t know.  You also need to keep in mind why you are going to your brother:  it’s not 
to humiliate him with his sin, but to help him escape his sin and be brought to repentance.  This 
is another reason why you should do it privately.  If you can bring them to repentance without 
exposing their sin, you can also protect their good name.   
 Jesus says that if he listens to you, you have gained your brother, you have saved him 
from his sin.  But if he doesn’t listen, then the next step is to bring one or two more with you.  
Why?  First, because he might listen to two or three of his brothers (cf. v. 17), even though he 
won’t listen to one.  But second, if he doesn’t listen, you will have the number of witnesses you 
need to call him to account.  Moses wrote, “A single witness shall not rise up against a man on 
account of any iniquity or any sin which he has committed; on the evidence of two or three 
witnesses a matter shall be confirmed” (Deu. 19:15; cf. John 8:17; 2 Cor. 13:1; Heb. 10:28).  If 
two or three witnesses testify to the truth of something, then it’s to be considered as true.  No 
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more evidence it needed.  A person must never be condemned on the testimony of one.  It’s far 
too easy for someone to lie and injure his neighbor unjustly.   
 If he listens, you have gained your brother.  But if he doesn’t, then you are to tell it to the 
church.  You must bring it to the attention of the Session, as the ruling body, and to the people of 
God as a whole.  They are also to go to him and deal earnestly with him, in the hope that he will 
listen and turn (Cf. 2 Cor. 2:6).   
 But what if he doesn’t listen even to them?  This brings us to our second point:  Jesus 
says, “And if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax-
gatherer” (v. 17).  That brother or sister is no longer to be considered a believer, but an 
unbeliever, one who is outside of the covenant community, an object not of Christian fellowship, 
but of evangelism.  If someone who claims to be a Christian is living in unrepentant sin, you 
can’t fellowship with them as though nothing is wrong.  Paul wrote to the Corinthians, “I wrote 
to you not to associate with any so-called brother if he should be an immoral person, or covetous, 
or an idolater, or a reviler, or a drunkard, or a swindler-- not even to eat with such a one” (1 Cor. 
5:11).  If you don’t treat them any differently, then they will never be ashamed for their sins and 
repent.  Sadly, so many in the church today, instead of dealing righteously with their brother’s 
sin by confronting it, simply ignore it.  When someone is put out of one church, there is always 
another church that receives him without requiring him to deal with his sin.  Is it any wonder that 
church discipline is so ineffective today?  Most people simply ignore it, even those who receive 
it.  But should they?   
 This brings us to the last point, even though they might ignore it, God doesn’t.  Jesus 
says, “Truly I say to you, whatever you shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and 
whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven” (v. 18).  Jesus here is talking about the 
ministerial authority that He has given to His elders in His church.  It is the exercise of what are 
called the “keys of the kingdom,” the same keys that He entrusted to His apostles.  Jesus said to 
Peter after his confession of faith, “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; and 
whatever you shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you shall loose on earth 
shall be loosed in heaven” (Matt. 16:19).  He also said to His apostles as a whole, “If you forgive 
the sins of any, their sins have been forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they have been 
retained” (John 20:23).  These keys are the authority to open and close the kingdom of heaven -- 
to open it to those who are repentant, and to close it against those who are not.  Now they don’t 
do this literally.  They only declare it to be so based upon what the Word of God says.  But the 
point is this:  if the elders of a church put someone out of the church, based upon the Word of 
God, because they refuse to repent, the Lord will consider this as His own act of discipline and 
will deal with those souls accordingly on the day of His judgment.  When discipline is enacted 
by the church, according to His Word, it will be confirmed in heaven and owned by Christ as His 
own act.  This means that even though the person who is disciplined might not take it seriously, 
or thinks that just because he has been received by another church into its membership that it no 
longer matters, Jesus takes it seriously, and unless he repents, he will find himself outside of the 
kingdom of God on the day of His judgment.  Christ will consider that excommunication as His 
own act and will deal with that person accordingly.  Now I want to emphasize that this is true 
only if it is done according to Christ’s will.  The church can make a mistake and put someone out 
that shouldn’t be put out.  If that happens, that won’t be owned by the Lord.  But if it is 
according to His will, then it is Christ who is putting him out.  And unless that person repents, he 
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will be rejected by Christ on the last day.   
 Our Lord ends this section by encouraging us that when we do this in His name, He is 
present with us.  He says, “Again I say to you, that if two of you agree on earth about anything 
that they may ask, it shall be done for them by My Father who is in heaven.  For where two or 
three have gathered together in My name, there I am in their midst” (vv. 19-20).  Some see this 
as a reference to prayer.  If we gather together to pray, and we have only as few as two, the Lord 
is with us, and if we agree on what we ask for, He will certainly give it to us.  Now there’s no 
question that the Lord would have us to gather together and seek Him corporately -- as a body.  
There even appears to be a special blessing that He gives His people when they do.  But we don’t 
want to look at these verses as though they have nothing to do with what came before.  Jesus 
here appears to be referring back to the confirming testimony of the witnesses in the process of 
discipline.  We saw from the Bible that every fact needs to be established by the testimony of 
two or three witnesses, and in the discipline process every fact established in this way is to be 
considered as true.  If that’s the case, then what Jesus is saying here is if the facts of the case are 
established by two or three witnesses, and the person is found guilty and put out of the church, 
then the binding which has taken place on earth through Church discipline, will also take place in 
heaven, because Jesus is present in this process.  “Where two or three have gathered together in 
My name [that is, for discipline, to confirm any fact], there I am in their midst” (v. 20).  This 
again confirms that Christ is present with His church, working through it, binding what His 
elders have bound and loosing what His elders have loosed, which again is why we must take 
church discipline seriously!   
 Brethren, I hope that this passage will encourage us again to show the same love and care 
for one another that the Lord does for His church.  Christ loves us so much that He doesn’t want 
to let us go.  It is not His or His Father’s will that even one of His little ones perish.  But the way 
He goes after His people when they stray is through us, first privately, then with one or two 
more, then with the whole church.  His goal is not to rid the church of them, but to rid them of 
their sins.  If we take to heart what the Lord tells us to do here, we will have a much better 
chance of bringing our brothers and sisters to repentance and of promoting God’s peace and His 
blessing in His church.  So let’s pray and ask God for the strength to love each other as we 
should, that we would forgive where we need to forgive, or confront where we need to confront.  
Let’s also pray that if we are the ones who need to be confronted, that we would be able to 
receive it humbly, even as David said, “Let the righteous smite me in kindness and reprove me; it 
is oil upon the head; do not let my head refuse it” (Psalm 141:5).  Amen.   


