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I – EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

One of the hardest aspects of loving and caring for each other within the believing church 

of Christ is dealing with sin and especially unrepentant sin.  But it is commanded and 

necessary to truly love the sinning believer and gently restore the brother or sister back 

into a right relationship with God (Gal 6:1-5).   It also protects the body of believers as a 

little yeast leavens the whole lump of bread or body in this case (1 Cor 5:6-8).    Sadly, it 

is rarely done even though Scripture has much to say on the matter in a clear and 

consistent manner. 

 

We all sin; and all too regularly.  Believers are to rightly judge one another for the good 

of the sinner and the church body (1 Corinthians 5:9-13); not in a condemning and self-

righteous way (Matthew 7:1-7) or in regards to Christian liberties (Romans 14:1-4).   

Additionally, believers are able to judge sin and disagreements within the body (1 

Corinthians 6:11).  The issue in focus in this paper is unrepentant sin and the roles and 

responsibilities of each believer. 

 

 Repentance means a change in one’s will, attitude and action from sin toward obedience 

to God (Matthew 3:8; Luke 3:8-14; Acts 3:19; 26:20).   

 

True repentance is accompanied by overwhelming and genuine humility and desire to 

make things right with God and others (Luke 19:1-10; Psalm 51; 2 Corinthians 7:8-11).  

An unrepentant person knows they have sinned and refuses to ask God for forgiveness or 

to turn away from their sin.  There is no remorse for their wrongdoing and they don’t feel 

the need to change.  Finally, there is a tremendous difference between guilt and/or being 

caught in sin (worldly sorrow) and being Biblically repentant as seen in Psalm 51 where 

David acknowledges his sin is “Against You (God) and You alone have I sinned".   

 

The process that Christ Himself gave us to deal with sin and disagreements in the body is 

found in Matthew 18:15-18 and confirmed in 1 Corinthians 5 and 6, 1 Timothy 5:17-22 

(for Elders), Titus 3:10, and Deuteronomy 19:15.  While every situation is unique, all can 

be lovingly and responsibly handled in the following steps: 

 

1. Reprove (lovingly rebuke) the brother (or sister) privately (Matt 18:15; Luke 17:3; 

Gal 6:1-2).   

a. If he repents, you have gained your brother and he is forgiven and restored.   
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b. If not and if there is a witness to the sin (someone who also saw or has 

firsthand knowledge), then proceed to step 2. 

c. If there is no other witness and one or both of the parties believe there is a 

matter or disagreement to be addressed and resolved, the Elders are to mediate 

and judge the matter.   

 

2. Reprove the brother again with one or two witnesses (see 1.b) (Matt 18:16; Deut. 

19:15; John 8:17; 2 Corinthians 13:1; 1 Timothy 5:19; Hebrews 10:28).   

a. If he repents, you have gained your brother and he is forgiven and restored.   

b. If not, the witnesses are to take the matter to the Elders for investigation and 

consideration prior to step 3.  

c. If the “offending" brother believes the witnesses are wronging him, then the 

Elders are to mediate and judge the matter.   

 

3. Reprove the brother before the church members (Matt 18:17).  If an elder is in 

unrepentant sin, 1 Tim 5:20, also applies.  It is the Elders who oversee its 

communication to the church.   

a. If he repents, you have gained your brother and he is forgiven and restored.   

b. If not, then put the unrepentant brother out of the fellowship of the church; 

(Matt 18:17; 1 Cor 5:5).   

c. After being put out, if he repents, you have gained your brother and he is 

forgiven and restored (Matt 18:21-22) back into the fellowship of the church. 

 

Step 1 occurs on a daily basis among believers in the normal course of loving fellowship.  

It is the responsibility of each believer to loving bear with and watch over one another.  

When we’re in sin we do not see clearly and are in desperate need of those around us who 

love and can help us.   

 

The rest of this paper goes into some depth on the passages and provides more insight.  If 

you have any questions on this matter, prayerfully read the passages and if you would 

like to meet with an Elder, please contact one of them. 

 

 

II – KEY BIBLICAL PASSAGES 

 

Matthew 18:15-20 – The offended believer  

• Context: 

o Chapter 18 occurs during the 2nd year (rejection) of Jesus’ ministry in 

Galilee and is the 4th of 5 discourses (major teachings).  This discourse is 

often titled “the childlikeness of believers”.  

▪ We are like children (vs 3-4). 

▪ We need to be protected like children (vs 5-9, a warning against 

those who cause us to sin). 

▪ We need to be cared for like children (vs 10-14 and rejoicing over 

repentance). 
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▪ We should be disciplined like children (vs 15-20) plus supporting 

verses.  

▪ We are to forgive a sinning brother (vs 21-22), along with the 

parable of the unforgiving servant (vs 23-35). 

• Key to understanding the text: 

o The goal of this section is to be a rescue mission to gain what was lost.  

“Gain" infers lost but not in salvation, necessarily. 

o Discipline is for reconciliation (restoration) first to God (Ps 51:4a) and 

then between the two directly affected individuals through repentance and 

forgiveness. 

o Reconciliation (restoration) starts with the offended individual privately 

going to the one who is believed to have sinned against him.  Speaking 

about the issue beyond these two parties is potential gossip. 

o If no repentance (defined in Section III), the charge is to be established by 

another who witnessed or has firsthand knowledge of the offense.   

▪ When these two people who witnessed the offense are in 

agreement and acting in accordance with God’s word, they have 

the authority to pronounce judgment.  Ultimately, they are in 

alignment with God (Matt 18:19-20). 

▪ Note:  In the OT (Deut. 19:15), every charge was confirmed on 

multiple witnesses.  Even at Jesus’ trial, multiple witnesses (even 

false ones) were provided. 

▪ If there is not a second witness, then the issue should be dropped 

and trust that God is at work as appropriate.  

o If no repentance, the person is brought before the church.  Church means 

the body of believers who gather. Taking the issue to the church is to 

ensure the individual is universally treated like a pagan or tax collector 

(the worst, most despised in the community), ultimately meaning an 

unbeliever.  Additionally, taking the issue to the church ensures correct 

expectations are in place and being upheld. 

 

1 Corinthians 5:1-13 – Widely known sin within the church/body 

• Context: 

o This letter is a practical “how to"; a response to questions from; and 

reports about the young and immature church at Corinth. 

o Chapter 5 has Paul bluntly addressing a major known sin issue in the 

church. 

o Chapter 6, in light of and complimenting Chapter 5, shows how the church 

is to deal with disagreements and conflicts within the body Biblically and 

not as the world. 

• Keys to understanding the text: 

o The church or parts of it had somehow rationalized the sin (puffed up, 

arrogance) such that they didn’t deal with it.  They didn’t understand the 

implications and consequences of allowing it to continue in the body and 

to the individual.   

o The unrepentant (inferred) believing sinner was to be:  



 4 

▪ Delivered to Satan (v5). 

▪ Purged like the old leaven from the new lump (v7). 

▪ Purged as an evil person from among you (v13, quoted from Deut. 

13:5, 17:7).  

▪ Note: All the above are pictures of removing the sinning believer 

outside the blessing of fellow believers and worship.  This is divine 

judgment (punishment, discipline) on the individual to call the 

sinner to repentance and back into fellowship.   

o Sin allowed to remain in the church has great negative impact on the body 

(yeast leavens the whole lump).  It must be removed.  The picture of 

Passover and yeast is provided to reinforce the message.  We the bread are 

to be without sin which is the yeast (Matt 16:6,12; Luke12:1).  

o We are not to keep company with unrepentant sinners (1 Cor 15:33).  The 

example provided in 1 Cor 5 is sexual immorality, but it applies to all sin.  

Company infers normal discourse and fellowship.    

o For unbelievers, it is not the church’s responsibility but God’s to judge 

them.  The world is expected to act like the sinners they are.  We owe 

them the gospel in hopes that God will grant them repentance and 

salvation, like He did for us. 

o The church is to judge itself and we are capable to do so (1 Cor 6; 11:31).   

o This passage agrees with Matt 18 in prescribing discipline for sin within 

the church.  The Matt 18:15-20 steps still apply although details are not 

provided in this passage.   

o It is clear that unrepentant sinners are to be put outside the 

blessings/protection of the church and delivered to Satan.  The purpose 

being to chasten the believer even up to the point of death (1 Cor 11:29-

32; Acts 5:1-11) 

 

Galatians 6:1-10 – Bear one another’s burdens (the spirit of reconciling and discipling 

believers) 

• Context  

o Galatians central theme is justification by faith and not works. 

o Paul has no commendations for the church at Galatia but gives a strong 

warning against a works-based faith. 

o Chapter 5 ends on the freedoms and privileges of being justified and our 

call to walk in the Spirit, overcoming sin between each other.  

• Keys to understanding the text 

o We have a responsibility to each other when we see another in sin.  The 

grammar suggests the spiritual believer has firsthand knowledge of the sin.  

The spiritual believer is to seek restoration (restore is to “repair” or 

"mend" as in setting a broken bone) of the sinning brother. 

o Our responsibility in vs 2-10 is: 

▪ To have an attitude and behavior in restoration that is gentle (Gal 

5:23), a meekness (power under control) that is humble and gentle, 

patiently submissive with no intent or desire for revenge or 

retribution. 
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▪ To watch yourselves meaning to have continual, diligent 

attentiveness so we aren’t tempted and/or to not excuse or lessen 

the danger or severity of the sin. 

▪ Humbly and faithfully seek to help each other in love (law of 

Christ); we reap what we sow.   

o This text does not contradict Matt 18:15-20 but provides a great picture of 

the heart and spirit of the one who approaches the brother overtaken 

(literally means caught) in sin. 

o Verse 10 concludes with “Let us do good to all, especially to those who 

belong to the family of believers”, e.g., restoring them caught in sin. 

 

1 Timothy 5:17-22 – Honor the Elders and discipline them if necessary 

• Context  

o This letter provides pastoral instruction to Timothy on establishing leaders 

in the church at Ephesus and to counter false teachers and their teaching. 

o Chapter 3 provides the primary qualifications for church leadership. 

o Chapter 5 deals with pastoral matters including Elders in sin. 

• Keys to understanding the text: 

o Elders should be honored but held to the same process as Matt 18:15-20.   

o It is inferred, if the Elder has sinned against another, then the first step of 

Matt 18:15 should be taken.  If he repents, then the process stops. 

o If not repentant and 2 or 3 witnesses validate the accusation (meaning it 

has been investigated and found true), then the Elder should be rebuked in 

front of the church.   

▪ Dealing with sinning leaders is not to be done preferentially (e.g., 

secretly or differently than other believers). 

▪ An unrepentant Elder has the potential for more significant 

negative impact on the church. 

o It is inferred, the Elder’s sin may disqualify him to continue as an Elder 

even if repentance takes place (1 Tim 3:2).   

o Elder qualifications are very important and men called to leadership need 

to be investigated and prepared for such a position (vs 20-22).  

 

 

Titus 3:10 – Avoiding division/dissension 

• Context  

o This letter provides pastoral instruction to Titus who was facing 

opposition from ungodly men within the professing church.   

o Chapter 1 provides the qualifications for Elders and their responsibilities 

to rebuke those who are undermining believers with false teaching. 

o In Chapter 3, Paul concludes the letter with a final warning and call to 

action against those who are divisive.  

• Keys to understanding the text: 

o The process of Matt 18:15-20 is upheld in v10.  
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WHAT ABOUT…verses that seem to teach something else 

 

Matthew 7:1-6 – "Do not judge so that you won’t be judged” 

• Context  

o This passage is in the Sermon on the Mount where Jesus is contrasting 

true religion and false religion, specifically that of the self-righteous (the 

plank/log in their eye) Pharisees. 

• Keys to understanding: 

o This passage means not to criticize or condemn.   

o The Pharisees had created their own standard and sat in judgment on those 

who didn’t meet it (excluding themselves).  That is what we are not to do.   

▪ A great example is the Pharisee and tax collector in Luke 18.  

▪ In James 4:11-12, believers are warned not to “judge the law” (sit 

in judgment as the judge). 

o We are to discern (judge) rightly, all the time (Rom 6:17; John 7:24; Heb 

5:14) and ourselves included (1 Cor 11:19-21). 

o In v6, we must judge (John 7:24) to determine who is and isn't hogs and 

dogs.  Therefore, we are to judge but not condemn. 

 

 

Romans 14:1-23 – “Let us not, therefore, judge one another anymore”. 

• Context  

o This passage is in the midst of a teaching on liberty when mature and 

immature believers are in conflict and show contempt for each other.  

• Keys to understanding: 

o Paul is teaching not to judge (show contempt) another believer's motives. 

▪ The mature were not to judge the immature as being legalistic. 

▪ The immature was not to judge the mature as being irresponsible 

or depraved. 

o It is how Christ judges each believer that counts (vs 4, 10-12) and He 

judges correctly. 

o The takeaway is that believers should not pass judgment on each other, but 

they should use their best judgment to help one another (v13).  They 

should judge rightly. 

o This does not refute that we should love one another and keep each other 

from sin.   

 

 

III - KEY DEFINITIONS, FINDINGS, and ASSUMPTIONS (explicit and inferred) 

 

1. We all sin routinely.  When we sin, it is always against God (Ps 51:4).  There are 

neither circumstances nor exceptions that mitigate our personal responsibility for 

sins we commit. Additionally, we don’t always realize we are sinning and/or are 

blinded by our sins. The issue in mind and being addressed regarding 

discipline is the unrepentant sin of believers.   
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2. God takes sin very seriously.  People, including believers, have a history of not 

understanding this or taking Him seriously.  From Genesis to Revelation, the 

people cited within Scripture, except Christ, have demonstrated this over and 

over. 

 

3. God promises to discipline His children.  Often, He uses believers and the church 

as the means (Deut. 8:5; Heb 12:8; Prov 3:11-12). 

 

4. Sin isn’t always so clear to man.  Just because someone believes they have been 

sinned against or have witnessed something, doesn’t necessarily mean it is truly 

sin. This is why having a second witness is required to go to step 2 of Matt 18 (as 

well as in the OT). 

 

5. Sin versus a disagreement (conflict) between believers.  There is a difference 

between being sinned against and having a disagreement that needs mediation 

and/or judgment. 1 Cor 6 tells us that when there is a disagreement between 

believers the church rather than the civil authorities should mediate and/or judge 

the matter. 

 

6. Most believers repent quickly themselves when they realize their sin.  This 

includes those times when a fellow believer lovingly comes along side (privately 

asking and even reproving as needed).  

 

7. Who at Antioch can be disciplined Biblically?  Anyone who is a member, 

regularly attends, and/or has placed themselves under leadership (e.g., engaged in 

mentoring, serving, counseling, community groups, etc.).  They should be 

considered and discipled as a believer until such time they have physically 

removed themselves from Antioch and submission to leadership. 

 

8. Who cannot be disciplined Biblically?   

a. Unbelievers, those attending and participating in any manner is solely for 

evangelistic purposes, hearing the gospel spoken and seeing the blessings of 

the gospel among God’s people. 

b. Salvation is always a supernatural miraculous work of God.  We cannot “push 

unbelievers” away through discipline.  God given repentance is a foundational 

aspect of salvation. 

 

9. Repentance and unrepentant defined: 

a. The Biblical definition of “repent/repentance” means a change in one’s will, 

attitude and action from sin toward obedience to God (Matt 3:8; Luke 3:8-14; 

Acts 3:19; 26:20).  Zacchaeus is a great picture of repentance (Luke 19:1-10).   

b. Ultimately, repentance is a gift of God (Acts 11:18; 2 Tim 2:25). True 

repentance is accompanied by overwhelming and genuine humility and desire 

to make things right with God and others (2 Cor 7:8-11).   
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c. An unrepentant person knows they have sinned and refuses to ask God for 

forgiveness or to turn away from their sin.  There is no remorse for their 

wrongdoing and they don’t feel the need to change.   
d. Prov 29:1 says he who is often reproved, yet stiffens his neck, will suddenly 

be broken beyond healing.   

e. There is a tremendous difference between guilt and/or being caught in sin 

(worldly sorrow) and being repentant (Biblical sorrow).  Ps 51:4a says 

“against You and You alone have I sinned”.   

f. When a person is unrepentant and ultimately put out of the fellowship, it 

indicates:  

-- He may not be saved (Matt 13:26-27; 1 John 2:19). 

-- He may continue to live in sin (1 John 1:6). 

-- He may be disciplined by God (Heb 12:6). 

-- He may be taken by God (1 John 5:16; 1 Cor 11:30). 

 

10. Believers (ALL – not just Elders) have Biblically commanded responsibilities in 

the discipline process: 

a. We are to forgive (Matt 18:21-22; Luke 17:3-4). 

b. We are to bear each other’s burdens in love (Gal 6:1-5). 

c. We are to discipline out of love and as family members (1 Tim 5:1-2). We 

must examine our hearts (motives) to ensure we are acting in love and not 

condemnation or seeking revenge (Matt 7:1-6).   

d. We are to judge believers within the body (1 Cor 5).  We are both able to and 

called to judge not as the world (1 Cor 5/6). 

e. We are to obediently apply the simple disciplining process as provided in Matt 

18:15-20 (and confirmed elsewhere).   

f. We are not to gossip about sinning believers and need to hold each other 

accountable. 

g. Sin is sin.  Some sins have greater earthly consequences.  The promptness in 

dealing with sin maybe determined by the seriousness and severity of the sin. 

h. If the sin is criminal, then the individual and church have an obligation to 

report it to the appropriate authorities in a timely manner.   

i. Note: This paper addresses the Antioch Christian Church, but we are to hold 

other believers accountable in love regardless of the church body they attend 

through the first two steps of the discipling process.  It is at step 3 that we turn 

responsibility over to the Elders of the church of the unrepentant believer.  

 

     11.  The purposes of disciplining unrepentant believers are: 

a. Spiritually restoring a fallen believer, first with God and then with those who        

have been sinned against. 

b. Strengthening the Church by purifying and protecting the body from the 

influences and consequences of sin and the sinner (like yeast in bread).   

c. Glorifying the Lord through faith and obedience to His word. 

d. Providing a witness to the watching world regarding the high standards of 

God’s Word and seriousness of sin. 
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12. What does treating someone like a tax collector or pagan look like and/or what 

does it mean to put someone out of the church?  These phrases (and others) mean 

to stop normal communication and fellowship with someone who is unrepentant 

and/or causing disruption in the church.   There are blessings for anyone (believer, 

unrepentant believers, and unbelievers) in normal communication and fellowship 

with the body of Christ.  These blessings are removed to call believers back to a 

right relationship with Christ. 

 

13.  Two primary starting points to begin the discipling process:  

a.  You have firsthand knowledge (offended or witnessed) of sin. 

b.  You have good sound reason to believe a brother is in sin.  You should 

approach the brother privately and seek to understand if there is sin and 

repentance.  If there is sin and it is confirmed by the brother’s mouth and/or 

actions, then you now have firsthand knowledge.  If he has not sinned or repents, 

the brother is exonerated. 

 

14. The Elders are responsible and accountable to teach and ensure each member 

(believer) is aware of and understands the Biblical discipline process; it’s purpose, 

and our collective roles and responsibilities.   
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