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One of the primary functions of a local church body is the mutual accountability and encouragement 
of one another. Jesus speaks to this in the Gospels, and we see several examples of this from the 
experiences of the early church. While we might generally agree that discipline is one of the roles of 
the local church, it is crucial that we establish how to appropriately and biblically apply that role. In the 
next few pages we will seek to identify why this is a crucial responsibility of the church body, biblically 
define the role of the local church in the discipline and accountability of a member1, and explain how 
we apply this at Grace. 
 

What is the purpose of Church Discipline? 
We believe that we have a responsibility to one another to intervene when a believer falls into sin in 
order to: 

 Remove the influence (leaven) of sin from the body of believers2 

 To protect other believers from sinning3  

 To challenge the church to godliness4  

 To produce sound faith5  

 To follow the specific teaching of Christ6  
 
Any time there is conflict between believers, whether it is between individuals or between an 
individual and the church, the goal must always be reconciliation. We are told that we are to “first be 
reconciled” to our brother or sister so that we are free from division and schism when we come to 
worship together.7 If we are to have a right relationship with Christ, we must have a right relationship 
with His Body. This is why the first step Jesus gives in Matthew 18:15 is to seek to gain your brother, 
because any other outcome wounds the church body and all of its members. 
 
The most important reason for the church to intervene and hold an individual believer accountable is 
to restore his or her relationship with the Creator; that must be the end goal any time we venture 
down this difficult road for that was the end goal of the Cross. Church discipline should never be used 
as a means for punishing those who have fallen into sin or simply forcing them to “fall in line”. The 
Church, and especially the Elders, must always keep this in mind in the event we find ourselves 
needing to follow through on the process outlined below.  
 

What is “Church Discipline”?  
It is crucial to keep in mind the purpose of discipline in the Church body when defining it. Discipline 
has both positive and negative aspects; it involves proactively pursuing good works and reactively 
reproving and correcting when we get off track.8 We are instructed to “stir up one another to love and 
good works” and to be “encouraging one another”9 in the same way that athletes or soldiers 
encourage one another to make proactive sacrifices to prepare themselves for game day or the day 

                                            
1
 “Member” as used in this paper is as defined in the Grace Constitution and Manual of Operating Procedures. 

2 1 Corinthians 5:6-8 All Scripture quotations are from the ESV. Crossway Publishers. Wheaton Ill. 2001. Used with Permission. 
3 1 Timothy 5:20 
4 Galatians 6:1 
5 Titus 1:3 
6 Matthew 18:15-17; 2 Corinthians 2:5-11 
7 Matthew 5:23, 24; 6:14, 15; 1 Corinthians 11:18-34 
8 Ephesians 2:10; 2 Timothy 3:16,17 
9 Hebrews 10:24, 25 
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of battle.10 So, encouragement to spend time daily in Bible study and prayer, to witness to our 
neighbors, and to give to the ministry of the Gospel is a vital part of the instructive and proactive 
function of Church Discipline. But we are also required to keep each other accountable to preserve 
the holy name of Christ, to protect the individual believer, and safeguard the Church.  
 
Submission to the authority of the local church through membership requires trust by the individual 
believer in Christ to use the local church as a tool for sanctification. It also requires a commitment by 
the local church family to the spiritual wellbeing of our individual believers. It means that we give each 
other permission to be involved in our personal walks with God. But with that permission, we also 
have the responsibility to intervene in the walk of our brothers and sisters. Submission to the local 
church family and Elders is about recognizing that we have blind spots and need others with different 
perspectives to see sin or weaknesses we may not see ourselves. 
 
Church Discipline is not an elective for the local church, it is not an option only for “fundamentalist” 
churches, nor is it a spectator event where the congregation passively watches the Elders preside 
over some kind of tribunal. It is a command from Jesus, amplified by Paul, echoed by James and 
other New Testament authors inspired by the Holy Spirit.11 It is the only loving thing that a church can 
do for members struggling with sin. 
 
This process is also not for the believer who is struggling with a persistent temptation. A believer who 
is actively battling sexual temptation or addiction or outbursts of anger is not living in unrepentant sin. 
We should be providing support and accountability to this believer in battling against the flesh, but not 
condemnation.12 We are all battling different sins and temptations as believers living in a cursed 
world. As brothers and sisters in the body of Christ, we are exhorted to come alongside one another 
and bear one another’s burdens.13 This is pictured during our three-fold communion service in the act 
of washing one another’s feet. Salvation through Christ has justified and brought us together as an 
adopted family, but our feet must still be washed clean of the sin accumulated during our daily walk.14 
The cleansing and sanctifying of one another requires humility (kneeling to wash) as well as the 
recognition none of us is free from the effects of sin (we all have dirty feet). The process of church 
discipline is for a member who is confronted in sin and refuses to admit, confess, or repent from their 
sin. 
 
It is uncomfortable and emotionally painful to confront someone who is living in sin, especially when 
they refuse to see it. But we must have the foresight to understand that the long term consequences 
of unchecked sin in the life of the believer far outweigh the short term pain. Even more urgently, if 
willful, unrepentant sin in the life of a professed believer is an indication that their profession is 
possibly not sincere, we owe it to that person to bring them to the point of decision if Jesus is truly 
Lord in their life, or if they will one day hear from Him “I never knew you, depart from me you workers 
of lawlessness.”15 Unchecked sin in the church will erode its biblical foundation and replace it with a 
foundation based on man’s effort and opinion that will ultimately lead to its fall. 
 

 

                                            
10 2 Timothy 2:3-5; Hebrews 12:1, 2 
11 Matthew 18:15-17; 1 Corinthians 5; Galatians 6:1; James 5:20, 21 
12

 Romans 7:21-8:1 
13

 Galatians 6:2 
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 John 13:1-15 
15

 Matthew 7:21-27 
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How do we do this at Grace?  
At Grace, we seek to follow the outline given by Jesus in Matthew 18:15-20. As mentioned above, the 
end goal is always a right relationship between our members and our Heavenly Father. Therefore, it 
is crucial that these steps be followed impartially, with due process, and ample time for repentance as 
well as a full understanding that we are all saved by grace alone and not by works. It also must be 
seen through to completion, both for the good of the individual and for the protection of the church.16 
 

1. Private Reproof – Matthew 18:15 states that personal offenses by a brother or sister should be 
addressed in private “between you and him alone”. Again, the goal is restoration of the 
relationship between brothers and with God, not punishment of the brother in sin. Forgiveness 
by the one sinned against is also critical in this healing process.17 If restoration or repentance 
is achieved, then our goal is achieved and there is no need to proceed further. 
 

2. Two or Three Witnesses – The next step is outlined in Matthew 18:16, where Jesus says to 
“take one or two others with you” to confirm the unrepentant heart of the sinning brother. 
These can be Elders or Deacons, but do not have to be. They should be impartial and have a 
good understanding of the purpose of Matthew 18. These witnesses are not brought along so 
that they can gossip about the offender or take sides. The witnesses are there to ensure that 
there is truly unrepentant sin, and not simply a personality conflict or misunderstanding. They 
are there to protect the brother accused of sin as much as the offended brother. Again, if 
restoration is achieved then there is no need to pursue further. 
 

3. If the person who is in sin refuses to recognize their sin or repent, the witnesses shall inform 
the Elders; Matthew 18:17 says to “tell it to the church”. As those given the responsibility for 
spiritual leadership by God and by the congregation, the Elders at Grace are tasked with 
receiving the testimony of these two or three witnesses. This serves two purposes. First, it 
protects the congregation from frivolous public claims by “witnesses” motivated by selfish 
motives or a desire to divide the church. Second, it provides an opportunity for the Elders to 
pursue reconciliation and repentance before the issue is brought publicly to the church. 
 

4. In the event the Elders cannot convince a sinning brother or sister to repent, the Elders will 
bring the matter before the congregation. This will be addressed by the congregation in a 
specially called business meeting, announced as required in the Constitution. The two weeks 
required for notification provide time for the congregation to prayerfully prepare themselves 
and plead with the member in question to repent. The congregational meeting will consist of 
the witnesses and Elders presenting the charge against the sinning brother or sister, an 
opportunity for the sinning brother or sister to refute the charge or publicly repent, and 
ultimately a congregational vote on removal from membership if there is still no repentance. 
Such a vote would require a two-thirds majority for removal from membership. 
 
Matthew 18:17 teaches that “if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a 
Gentile and a tax collector.” What this looks like for Grace administratively is that someone 
who has been removed from membership will not be allowed to participate in congregational 
business or our three-fold communion service and they will not be allowed to serve in any 

                                            
16

 Grounds for administering church discipline include, but are not limited to, dissention, false teaching, (Rom. 16:17-18), immorality (1 Corinthians 
5), an undisciplined Christian life (2 Thessalonians 3:6), hypocrisy (Titus 1:15-16), and factions (Titus 3:9-10). 
17 Matthew 6:14, 15; 18:21-35 
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official capacity within the church. However, relating to someone as an “unbeliever” does not 
mean that we shut them out of our lives or that we are to view them as enemies. We should 
have the same if not greater concern for someone removed from membership as we would for 
an unbeliever outside the church who is in need of reconciliation with Christ.18 
 

A believer who attends the church but is not a member has not placed themselves under the authority 
of the church in this way, and therefore this procedure does not apply to them. We should have 
similar concern for their relationship with the Lord and approach them in love if sin is observed in their 
lives. The Elders may, however, decide to publicly rebuke such an individual if they believe it is 
necessary to protect the local church body from false teaching or division. 
 

Conclusion 
Accountability and discipline are not “user friendly” terms. They imply concentrated effort and 
vulnerability, both of which are necessary for healthy relationships but also both make us 
uncomfortable. But if Christ-Centered Worship is to define our church, we must be more than Sunday 
morning acquaintances. We must take seriously our individual and corporate responsibility to 
represent Christ to the world around us during every day. If we are not worshiping Christ Monday 
through Saturday, then we are worshipping idols with our lives and only paying lip service to God 
once a week. The moral decline in our nation and in the churches of our nation is evidence of what 
happens when spiritual discipline is not a priority in our lives. God does not call us to a life of ease, 
but to life in his service, not conformance “to the passions of your former ignorance, but as he who 
called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct.”19 

                                            
18

Church Discipline, Grace to You, http://www.gty.org/resources/distinctives/DD02/church-discipline “The term “Gentile” was primarily used of non-

Jews who held to their traditional paganism and had no part in the covenant, worship, or social life of the Jews. On the other hand, a “tax-gatherer” 
was an outcast from the Jews by choice, having become a traitor to his own people. Jesus’ use of these terms doesn’t mean that the church is to 
treat these people badly. It simply means that when a professing believer refuses to repent, the church is to treat him as if he were outside of the 
fellowship. They are not to let him associate and participate in the blessings and benefits of the Christian assembly.” 
19

 1 Peter 1:15, 16 
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