
This sermon is printed and distributed as part of the ongoing ministry of Immanuel Baptist Church 
© 2012 Adam L. Smith 

From The Pulpit Of 
 

 
 

Church Discipline 
 

No. 51 Matthew 18:15-20 June 10, 2012 
Series: Matthew  Adam Smith 
 
Text 
“If your brother sins… go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have 
won your brother over. 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.’ If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; 
and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector. 
“I tell you the truth, whatever you bind on earth will [have been] bound in heaven, and whatever you loose 
on earth will [have been] loosed in heaven. 
“Again, I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you by my 
Father in heaven. For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.” 
 NIV (1984) 
 
Introduction 
 
Before we look at today’s portion of the story of Jesus, let's take a step back to see more 
of the big picture. Since chapter 16 in Matthew’s gospel Jesus has been talking about his 
church. As chapter 18 begins, Jesus shows how those in his church relate to God: ‘like 
children.’ More specifically, as we will see in today’s passage (18.19-20), as children in 
the name of God’s only Son, Jesus. 
 
Since he came and participated in our broken humanity, was killed for our sins, and was 
raised from the dead, believers now participate in and reflect God the Son’s relationship 
with God the Father. Since our God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, the Father-Son 
relationship is the very heart of Christianity’s faith. And as any human father or son could 
tell you, discipline is not fun. And the Bible plainly admits this. The author of Hebrews 
says, ‘For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, but later it yields 
the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it’ (Hebrews 12:11 
ESV). It’s not fun to be disciplined or to discipline, but it’s necessary in a fallen world. 
It’s necessary to safeguard or restore God’s children’s relationship with their Father and 
with one another. 
 
That's what I want you to hear in today's passage on church discipline. It’s all about 
restoration! And I think it’s so important for you to see that right away, because of all the 
baggage discipline in general and church discipline in particular has accumulated. In the 
hands of sinful people like us, this has gone very badly as you may have even 
experienced yourself. But the goal of Jesus in church discipline is neither to shame nor to 
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shun, but to restore. That’s something Jesus makes clear here, and we see it when we take 
today’s text together with its context. 
 
The passage just before this one dealt with how God the Father restores his wandering 
children like a Shepherd who goes out of his way to find a lost sheep. ‘And if he finds it,’ 
Jesus says in verse 13, ‘truly I tell you, 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 perish.’ That passage informs our understanding of 
today’s passage. It shows that church discipline is nothing less than God’s means of 
rescuing his erring children, lest they ‘perish’ in their sins. To be a church that 
appropriately disciplines its members is to participate in God’s rescue work. Church 
discipline is not aimed at kicking people out, it’s actually God’s means of restoring his 
wandering sheep to abide in their Savior’s flock. 
 
Personally, I have been so blessed to see how the context of today’s passage really serves 
to give a robust understanding of what Jesus is saying here. Look at a little bit of the flow 
of Jesus’ thought here. Jesus begins chapter 18 talking about how imperative it is for us 
not to cause our brother or sister to sin. But that’s not enough. It’s not enough to just 
avoid drawing others into godlessness, we must add to that even more intentionality: We 
must help each other turn to God whenever we see that a brother or sister’s conduct is out 
of step with the gospel. I really need you to be my keeper, and you really need me to be 
yours. I am my brother’s keeper. We really do need each other. 
 
But that’s not all we see. By looking at the context here we get some very helpful 
perspective on how people operate, both as acted-upon and as actors in the drama of life. 
We are acted upon: That is, people can cause us to stumble into sinning. But that’s not 
the whole perspective. We are not merely innocent victims. We are both acted upon and 
we are actors; we can be lured into sinning and be responsible for sinning 
simultaneously. So when we confront one another we need to keep this in perspective. 
People are responsible for their choices, but there are all kinds of influences (whether it’s 
health, family history, genetics...) that make some people more prone to make choices 
that others are not so prone to make. For example, in Chicago’s African American 
community there are many people who are entrenched in fatherlessness. Dad’s abandon 
their families, and so their children grow up and often recapitulate their dad’s choices. 
They’re responsible for their choices, but so were their parents. And sometimes those 
who are victims of abuse become abusers themselves. This isn’t always the case, and 
Jesus Christ has all authority on earth to redeem these downward spiraling systemic 
issues. But the point I’m getting at is that if we find ourselves in a place where we need to 
confront a fellow Christian about his or her sin, that awareness of this ‘Relational 
Ecosystem’ in which we are all both acted upon and actors is a perspective that can tend 
toward helping us be merciful with one another. And since we want to love each other 
wisely it would behoove us to enter meaningfully into eachother’s holistic situations, that 
is to rebuke from a place of loving relationship as much as possible. 
 
(By the way, abuse adds a dimension to church discipline that must be handled carefully. 
And God has given the common grace of the police and the justice system, to protect 
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victims. So there will be situations we will find ourselves in where one of the most loving 
things we can do for all involved is to call the cops.) 
 
What Jesus says here in Matthew’s account is an expanded version of what he says in 
Luke 17.3. He says there: ‘If your brother sins, rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive 
him.’ Next week we’ll deal more thoroughly with the second half of that verse: 
repentance and forgiveness. So today we will be focusing on the first half: on how the 
church handles sin in its members. The main thing we’ll see is just this: Sin is something 
Jesus takes seriously, so we need to as well. To see that we’ll look at 4 things: 1.) The 
steps Jesus gives for taking care of sin in his church, 2.) The authority Jesus gives his 
church to do this, 3.) The reason why the church has this authority, and 4.) The grace 
Jesus gives us to carry out church discipline. 
 
Let’s pray: Our Father, your Son has spoken, and you have commanded us to listen to 
him for our good. So let us who have ears hear afresh what he has said here. And hearing 
let us believe in your goodness and entrust our lives to you and to one another in you. 
For this we ask that you would pour out your Spirit on us so that you might be glorified 
in your church magnifying the name of your Son. For it’s in his name that we pray this. 
Amen. 
 
Sin is something Jesus takes seriously, so we need to as well. That and much more is 
what we see when we look at today’s passage. Verses 15 through 17 contain the steps 
Jesus gives for taking care of sin in his church. Four steps (the first three of which are 
confrontational): 
 
The Steps Jesus Gives 
 
The first step is found in verse 15, ‘If your brother sins... go and show him his fault, 
just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over.’ 
The first step here is simply a private rebuke, the goal of which, Jesus says, is to win your 
brother or sister over. In other words, you love your brother or sister enough to warn 
them if they seem to be wandering from their Shepherd, the goal being renewed faith and 
obedience to him. 
 
Just a note: The words ‘against you’ may have been added to the text by a copyist. It’s 
hard to tell whether it was part of the original. But the arguments that say ‘against you’ 
was not part of the original document seem to hold more water to me. Scribes tended to 
add things, so shorter readings are usually preferred.1 We always tend to want to qualify 
Jesus’ words, don’t we? So I think it makes sense to take this as a simple, unqualified, ‘If 
your brother sins, go and show him his fault...’ Besides, the context just seems to flow 
this way. Generally-speaking, if a Shepherd sees a sheep going astray, he goes to get it. 
And sometimes he needs to use the rod or staff to do so. Jesus is here speaking of 
rebuking sin in general terms, and not until Peter pipes up in the next passage does he 
treat, in more particular terms, what to do when you are the one sinned against.) 
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So Jesus is commanding his church to rebuke one another. The first step is not to tell 
other people about your brother's sin. It's to tell your brother. Just 'go and tell him his 
fault between the two of you.' Just bring him a mirror, not to bash him over the head 
with it (that's neither loving nor helpful), and not to ‘despise’ or look down on him for his 
sin (Jesus demands that we not do that in verse 10); but just bring him a mirror to humbly 
show him what just came out of his mouth.  
 
Now I’d much rather avoid confrontation altogether, wouldn't you? But if, out of love, we 
really want what's best for one another, then we will remove logs from our own eyes so 
that we'll be able to see clearly enough to remove the speck from our brother's eyes. 
Because sin blinds. It blinds us in the sense that it deceives us into thinking we're having 
a good time when we're really dying and hurting others. More than that, it blinds us from 
being able to admire all that God is for us in Jesus Christ. So we need one another in the 
church to help us with our blind spots.  
 
Now, people can often tell whether you're rebuking them for their sake or for yours. So, 
note the context here to catch Jesus' heart with this passage's commands. It's something 
that's done all for the wellbeing of the person you've noticed sinning. It's to rescue a 
wandering sheep from perishing. Jesus is not asking us to become 'The Sin Police' for one 
another. Correcting and rebuking one another is just one aspect of this relationship: a 
really important aspect. Jesus is asking us to love one another enough to say things to one 
another we might not want to hear.  
 
Do you have at least one person whom you let talk to you this way? If not, pray for at 
least one, like the Psalmist who prayed, ‘Let a righteous man strike me--it is a kindness; 
let him rebuke me--it is oil on my head. My head will not refuse it’ (Ps. 141.5). So we 
often need each other to turn the light on for one another, so that we can see that the 
precious broach we've been holding close to our heart is not a broach at all. As someone 
has said, the light shows it to be a roach, not a broach! And so, with our sister or brother’s 
help, we throw it off like the pestilence that it is. 
 
I recently heard a good story about this happening well. This one counselor was talking 
about how a close friend in his life took him aside and rebuked him in the most loving 
and effective way, a way that held in tension both the comfort and the call of the gospel. 
He said something like, ‘David, you know that my wife and I truly love and respect you, 
and that we really value our relationship. So I have to tell you that you are destroying 
yourself by your beliefs and actions.’ He was so convinced of this man’s love for him 
that he said his words had an armor-piercing effect on him. He was cut to the quick and 
immediately fell under the Holy Spirit’s conviction of his sins. And, you know, maybe 
people won’t immediately respond like this even when we do have the most loving 
intentions. But this kind of true love is so Christ-like that I have to think that it won’t be 
something your fellow Christian will easily be able to forget. 
 
Last Sunday during prayer meeting, Lindsey said something in a prayer that was so 
Biblical, but so counter-intuitive. She said something like, ‘God, make us a community 
that is humble enough to call each other out when we’re in sin.’ That’s a perspective you 
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don’t often hear. I think we usually think of people who rebuke others as arrogant. ‘Who 
do you think you are, getting into my business? This is my life!’ (By the way, no it’s not. 
If you’re a Christian, then you are not your own. You were bought at a price.) So, sure, 
maybe some people are a little trigger happy with their rebukes or corrections, and maybe 
it does come from a place of arrogance in them. But can’t a refusal to confront also come 
from a place of arrogance? I think that’s how it works for me. I’m so concerned that 
people like me that I keep my mouth shut when I could and should tell them something 
they might not want to hear. But if the gospel really does free us from self-absorption to 
want what’s best for others, then there will be times when we humbly throw self-concern 
to the wind and tell our brother or sister something that although they might not want to 
hear is something that they need to hear. The gospel gives us a bold humility, doesn’t it? 
God, please answer that prayer: ‘Make us a community that is humble enough to call 
each other out when we’re in sin.’ 
 
Now, note this: This is for Christians. I hope that it's not news to you that Christians sin. 
Every day. And we’ve never even had one righteous deed we’ve done for which we have 
not needed to repent for some ulterior motive mixed with our good motives. So let's not 
pretend like we've got it all together. The apostle John said: 
 
'This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light; in him 
there is no darkness at all. If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in the 
darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in the 
light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us 
from all sin. If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 
If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us 
from all unrighteousness. If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar 
and his word has no place in our lives.' (1 Jn. 1.5-10) 
 
Christians are sinners, accepted at the infinite cost of God the Son's human lifeblood, 
sinners in constant need of forgiveness, and no less in need of rebuke. And while I’m 
trying to make clear that this is for Christians, let me clarify this even further: If this is for 
those who are already Christians, then this passage is not Jesus’ way of saying that 
you’ve got to get your act together and clean your life up in order to become a Christian. 
We are not accepted because of our obedience. We, sinners, are loved and accepted 
because of Christ’s obedience unto death! Therefore we want to obey God! ‘The saying is 
trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to 
save sinners, of whom I am the foremost’ (1 Tim. 1.15, ESV). 
 
Now listen to this: There's no need for any more steps in church discipline if we listen to 
the one who's rebuked us. Only in the case of unrepentant sin do we need to escalate this 
to the next step. So this doesn't even really need to be considered a step among steps. It's 
really just something that should be happening among us in homes and small groups all 
the time. It's just an aspect of genuine community in this age before Christ returns and 
makes his church completely sinless. 
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So the first step is a simple rebuke. But if your brother or sister disregards you, Jesus 
gives a second step. He says in 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.’’ Note how discreet this is. Jesus is not out to shame anybody. He would 
never embarrass you, pulling your pants down, as it were, in front of everybody. No 
shaming here: He instructs us just to take one or at the most two along with you. Just 
expand the circle of accountability a little. Just bring a little more light from one or two 
others to bear on your brother or sister's situation.  
 
Not only is this discreet, it's very wise. Jesus is quoting the Old Testament law. To be sure 
that this is not just a mere personal grievance or an argument that's gotten out of hand, 
one or two more are brought in to verify whether in fact things are the way the first 
rebuker thinks they are. 
 
This might be a good place to add an aside: If you ever have to get to this step, it's a good 
idea to make sure that one of the one or two you're bringing along is a pastor. God's 
entrusted us with the care of his flock, and so we need to know of situations like these.  
 
Anyways, bringing one or two others is both discreet and wise. It makes it safer for 
everyone involved. Now you have mediators if you need them. Now you have 
bodyguards in case things get out of control. And hopefully the added presence of others 
will serve to make clearer the serious nature of sin. The main reason is that verifying 
ministry—establishing every matter with witnesses—so that they can know whether they 
also need to join in persuading this loved one to turn from turning from Christ. So try to 
bring the wisest, most impartial, trustworthy folks you can find, if you have to take this 
step. 
 
And guess what: If at this point the person being rebuked listens to his brothers or sisters, 
then there's no need to proceed with church discipline. All the sinners involved can leave 
their sins at the cross and bathe the feet of their resurrected Savior with their grateful 
tears. And if the Shepherd finds this lost sheep, truly I say to you he rejoices over its 
restoration. 'In the same way,' our Savior says, 'your Father in heaven is not willing that 
any of these little ones should be lost.' 
 
But if after one tells him his fault, and then one or two others do the same, if after that he 
remains stiff-necked, then Jesus guides us to expand the circle of accountability even 
further. He says in verse 17, 'If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church.' And, 
look, the church is not being told so that this 'sinner' can be seen for who she really is, 
with a big scarlet letter pinned to her lapel. The church is being told so that, at this point, 
they all can prayerfully and lovingly urge this person to join them in a life of repentance. 
That's why the fourth step begins, in the middle of verse 18, 'and if he refuses to listen 
even to the church.' So this third step is a chance for the unrepentant brother or sister 'to 
listen...to the church.' 
 
But guess what: If I repent (or start repenting) as a result of the church obediently 
following Christ's command here, then there is no need to proceed any further with 
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church discipline. And if the Shepherd rescues a lost sheep after this step, '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 perish.' 
 
The fourth and final step Jesus gives is in the middle of verse 17, 'and if he refuses to 
listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or tax collector.' That is, 
treat him or her in accord with their persistent unrepentance, as someone who is outside 
of the covenant community. So if a church member stubbornly refuses to repent after 
eventually the whole church urges him or her to do so, that member, Jesus says, must 
now be treated as if he or she were a non-Christian. So what does that mean? 
 
First, it means that this person is removed from the official list of church membership. 
Second, it means they are barred from the fellowship of taking the Lord's supper (as are 
all non-Christians). But this does not mean that we prohibit this person from coming to 
church on Sunday morning (unless they're being disruptive). We want non-Christians to 
join us on Sunday mornings, we just don't want them to take Communion for their own 
good (cf. 1 Cor. 11.30). It means we don't just act like everything's hunky doree when it's 
not. Listen to what the apostle Paul wrote concerning an instance of church discipline that 
he was giving instructions about in the Corinthian church. This is 1 Corinthians 5: 
 
'It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of a kind that is not 
tolerated even among pagans, for a man has his father's wife. And you are arrogant! 
Ought you not rather to mourn? Let him who has done this be removed from among you. 
For though absent in body, I am present in spirit; and as if present, I have already 
pronounced judgment on the one who did such a thing. When you are assembled in the 
name of the Lord Jesus and my spirit is present, with the power of our Lord Jesus, you 
are to deliver this man to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, so that his spirit may be 
saved in the day of the Lord. [So even here Paul has restoration as the goal!] Your 
boasting is not good. Do you not know that a little leaven leavens the whole lump? 
Cleanse out the old leaven that you may be a new lump, as you really are unleavened. For 
Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed. Let us therefore celebrate the festival, not 
with the old leaven, the leaven of malice and evil, but with the unleavened bread of 
sincerity and truth. I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral 
people--not at all meaning the sexually immoral of this world, or the greedy and 
swindlers, or idolaters, since then you would need to go out of the world. But now I am 
writing to you not to associate with anyone who bears the name of brother if he is guilty 
of sexual immorality or greed, or is an idolater, reviler, drunkard, or swindler--not even to 
eat with such a one. For what have I to do with outsiders? Is it not those inside the church 
whom you are to judge? God judges those outside. "Purge the evil person from among 
you."' 
 
These are strong words from an authorized and inspired representative of Jesus Christ, for 
how to deal with sin in his church. Sin is something Jesus takes seriously, so we need 
to as well—for one another’s sake. So we've looked at the steps for taking care of sin in 
his church, his 'action items' if you will. And, as I've tried to show, there's no need to go 
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through all of them if there is willingness to struggle through repentance in the church 
community, if there is a willingness, as Jesus says it, to ‘listen.’ 
 
Do you see how important listening is in what Jesus says here? He says in the middle of 
verse 15, ‘If he listens to you, you have won your brother over. 16 But if he will not 
listen, take one or two others along... 17 If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the 
church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church...’ etc. What are we to make of 
this emphasis on listening? Just this: Your ability to listen reveals the true object of your 
worship. 
 
Now what do I mean by that: I mean that if the church confronts me with every one of 
these disciplinary steps, and yet I still stubbornly refuse to listen to them, it reveals the 
fact that even though I might profess to worship God I really don’t. If I refuse to listen to 
my sister whom I can see how can I say I trust and obey the voice of my Father whom I 
cannot see, especially when he’s the one who sent her as this text shows? What it reveals 
is that the object of our worship is not the true and living God at all. We become like 
what we worship. So if we have a hard heart, if we have a stiff neck, and if we who have 
ears to hear refuse to listen, then our idolatry has been uncovered. We have become like a 
lifeless stone object that cannot hear. 
 
Maybe now would be a good time for us to pause for some introspective prayer. Ask 
God, Ask God, 'Is my heart soft, teachable, correctable? Or is my heart hard, is my neck 
stiff, are my ears deaf.’ If so, cry out to God, because he is able to save you even now. In 
the New Covenant in Christ’s blood, God will remove your heart of stone and replace it 
with a warm, living heart that’s filled with his life-giving Spirit. 
 
The Authority Jesus Gives 
 
Now let's look at the authority Jesus gives his church to take these actions. Maybe while 
we were going through those steps one of you wondered, 'What gives you the right to do 
this in the church?' Well, I think we can find the answer to questions like that in the next 
couple verses. Verse 18 says, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you bind on earth will be 
bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.' 
 
Let's consider this cryptic binding and loosing stuff. What's that all about? If we flip back 
a couple chapters, we can find a lot of light shed on this. You may remember that back in 
chapter 16 Jesus first started talking like this with reference to his church. Look at verses 
13 through 19 in that chapter: 
 
'When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do 
people say the Son of Man is?” They replied, “Some say John the Baptist; others say 
Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” “But what about you?” he 
asked. “Who do you say I am?” Simon Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the Son of 
the living God.” Jesus replied, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not 
revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven. And I tell you that you are Peter, 
and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it. I 
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will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be 
bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven.”' 
 
So here we find Jesus mentioning that same binding and loosing. The way he refers to it 
in chapter 18 is like an application of what he says here. In chapter 16 he was talking to 
Peter, but in chapter 18 he now expands his audience to the rest of his disciples. In 
chapter 16 he singled out Peter because his words pointed to the gospel, ‘You are the 
Christ, the Son of the living God.’ The gospel, the good news of what Jesus 
accomplished, is like a key that opens the kingdom of God to believers and lets them 
come in to become parts of the church. Jesus first entrusted the authority to proclaim the 
gospel to the apostles, and they have in turn given it to the rest of the church through their 
writings, which compose the New Testament of the Bible. 
 
So if Jesus entrusted the church with the authority to share the gospel which brings 
people into the church, in chapter 16, then in chapter 18 he’s entrusting his church with 
the authority to exercise discipline within the church.  
 
Look at verse 18 again. The NIV sort of glosses over the verb tense here. It’s not simply 
that whatever the church looses and binds will be loosed and bound in heaven in the 
future. There’s more to it than that. And I want to point it out because it highlights the 
church’s God-given authority to discipline her members. The NET Bible translates it 
well. It says, ‘I tell you the truth,’ Jesus said, ‘whatever you bind on earth will have been 
bound in heaven, and whatever you release on earth will have been released in heaven.’ 
So whenever the church obeys Jesus’ commands to discipline, that obedience will only be 
the evidence that God in heaven has already ordained this. God uses us to let people in, to 
discipline those who are in, and if need be to remove from fellowship those who refuse to 
repent and believe the gospel. Or, in Jesus’ words, he uses us to bind and loose. 
 
When we come to verse 19, Jesus is still talking about this same God-given authority that 
he's granting his church. But the details are a little hard to sort through.2 One thing is 
certain though: Church discipline must be done prayerfully. Jesus says, 'Again, I tell you 
that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you 
by my Father in heaven.' On the surface it sounds like he's saying that all we have to do 
is get at least one other person to agree with us on anything we pray about and God will 
make it happen. But a closer look shows that this isn’t about treating God like a genie in a 
bottle; it’s about bathing church discipline in prayer. When he says that whenever we 
agree about 'anything you ask for,' it can more literally be translated 'any matter,' a 
word that’s used in the context of official disciplinary matters. Thankfully, Jesus 
illustrates what this kind of prayer might look like in the passage that follows this one. He 
tells a story that includes servants who see a fellow servant treating another person 
harshly, they bring this matter to their Lord who then brings his authority to bear on the 
situation. Verse 31 says, ‘When the other servants saw what had happened, they were 
greatly distressed and went and told their master everything that had happened.’  
 
Listen, it is so important that church discipline be done prayerfully. Prayer brings the 
power of God into perspective. If you think that you can change or save your sister from 
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harm by your own strength or wisdom, then you are deceived. And that kind of self-
deception will either make you wear out your brother or sister by your manipulative 
efforts at changing them, or you’ll wear yourself out and despair over this so-called 
‘hopeless case.’ But prayer brings things into perspective. The power for you or anyone 
to change lies not in themselves, but in God. That brings humility into our interactions.  
 
But this isn’t just about God’s power. It’s about God himself. It’s knowing him that 
transforms and sanctifies us. And our sanctification is only good insofar as it lets us know 
him. He must be the beginning and the end, the Alpha and Omega of all things, including 
church discipline. If you’re ever walking down the street and see a group of people 
staring at someone, like seeing people yawn, it makes you want to do it. Even so, if you 
have your eyes fixed on the Lamb of God in prayer, then you will be all the more likely 
to call others to behold him who takes away the sins of the world. 
 
So pray. Pray for one another’s repentance all the time. Pray for your loved ones who are 
refusing to listen that God would break through and do what only he can. Listen, in the 
beginning I said that you shouldn’t tell anyone else about your loved one’s sin before you 
rebuke him or her in private. But there is actually someone you should tell before you 
rebuke: God! Tell him all about it. And if your loved one doesn’t listen, take heart, God 
will listen! And God will act! And he will even listen to you if you’re the one who’s 
being rebuked and ask him for forgiveness and for the ability to repent. There is 
unlimited forgiveness in Christ crucified for sinners. So ask him for it! He will listen and 
forgive! 
 
The Reason for This Authority 
 
But how do you know, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that God will listen? Check out verse 
20. After Jesus gives the steps of discipline, and after he shows that the praying church 
has God’s authority to take these steps, he shows why we can be confident that God will 
hear our prayers. And it’s so important to know that God hears our cries as we deal with 
this stuff, because sin is really messy and deceitful and painful. But God will hear and act 
on our prayers because… Look at verse 20: ‘For where two or three come together in 
my name, there am I with them.’ God hears prayers in the name of his Son.  
 
The Grace Jesus Gives 
 
And when we pray in Jesus’ name it’s only evidence that he is with us. Verse 20 is a little 
foretaste of what our risen Savior said before he ascended to his Father’s right hand. In 
Matthew 28:18, Jesus said, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 
and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have 
commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.’ The presence 
of Jesus is all the grace we need on earth to carry out his will. He is with us to help us 
carry out church discipline. 
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But you might ask, how can Jesus be with us if he’s with God in heaven? Well, for one: 
He is God. But this is very mysterious because he’s also human. So although we don’t 
really know how this works we believe that although he is limited to time and space and 
matter with respect to his humanity, that with respect to his deity he is not limited by 
these things. So he can be with us on earth and be with his Father in heaven 
simultaneously, interceding for us. 
 

Before the throne of God above (and somehow, here with us) 
I have a strong and perfect plea 

A great high priest whose name is Love 
Who ever lives and pleads for me 

 
That’s looking at this from the perspective of the mystery of his incarnation. But we 
should also consider this from the perspective of the mystery of the Trinity. Our risen 
Lord has sent his Spirit from his Father to indwell his church, to be with us. You see 
whenever you rightly consider one person of the Trinity the other persons of this one 
great God also shine around you. The Holy Spirit so unites us to our risen Savior that the 
Bible calls him ‘the Spirit of Christ’ (Rom. 8.9). So, as Jesus himself says elsewhere, 
when he sends his Spirit to be with us it means the same thing as him telling us that he 
will be with us (Jn. 14-16). And this Holy Spirit with us is himself the downpayment of a 
future full payment (because of Christ’s work, not ours), when our great Treasure, God 
the Father himself comes and brings heaven to earth with his righteous Son’s return. 
 
That’s why Jesus takes sin so seriously, and why we should too. When he returns in the 
glory of his Father everything sinful will be forever done away with. God will not allow 
anything that defames his Son’s name or harms his children in the new heavens and earth 
that he is coming to create. So Jesus’ concern that we take care of sin in our midst is to 
prepare us for that day, and make us fully acceptable and well-pleasing in his Father’s 
eyes. 
 
And the good news is that although that day has not yet come for us, it has already come 
for Jesus. His resurrection was the beginning of this new creation. His resurrection is so 
jam-packed with meaning! Jesus’ resurrection was his vindication, his sanctification, his 
adoption, and his glorification. And all of these wonderful gifts the Father gave him, he in 
turn freely gives to us, because we Christians are considered by the Father as if we were 
crucified and raised with his Son. So even though we are more sinful than we realize (and 
so need our fellow believers to help us realize it and repent)—even though we have more 
guilt than we are aware of, we are more acceptable and well-pleasing to God than we 
could ever dare dream, because of our faith-union with his glorious Son, Jesus. God the 
Father truly could not love us more than he does right now. 
 
We are God’s children in the name of his only Son. We need each other not only to point 
out each other’s sins, but to remind each other of this good news. We need to be rebuked 
and reminded of the bad news that we are sinners who deserve nothing but God’s wrath. 
But that is only valuable insofar as it drives us to turn to Christ and to his cross.  
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The Lord’s Supper 
 
So that’s what we turn to now, as we do every Sunday, gathering as brothers and sisters 
remembering what our elder brother, Jesus did for our sins to bring us to God and to 
restore our relationships with one another. Jesus takes sin so seriously because it belittles 
God’s glory and worth and defames God’s name. He takes it so seriously that he was 
willing to die in our place for it. The cross is itself the greatest rebuke, because nothing 
less than the Son of God’s death on a Roman cross could suffice to atone for our sins. But 
it is not merely a rebuke, it is also a refuge. Come to Jesus. There is unlimited forgiveness 
and love offered to us in the shadow of his cross. But it’s not just a rebuke and a refuge, 
it’s also the source of true relationship. Jesus brings us to God through his blood, and not 
just to God, but also to his children. With the cross dead-center in our church we don’t 
need to put up walls and defenses around one another. We can give and take correction 
with one another. There’s no shaming here, because we are all sinners who have been 
freely given grace and mercy and covering and love in God’s Son. 
 
If you’re not a Christian, we’re glad that you’re here. If you have any questions, please 
come up and talk with me after the service. I ask that if you don’t believe all this Jesus 
stuff that you refrain from coming up to eat and drink from this table. Don’t come to this 
table until you first come to Christ. 
 
If you are a Christian, then come and for your soul’s sake remember the grace you have 
received in Christ. Come and do what he said. Eat and drink in remembrance of his 
broken body and outpoured blood for you. He was broken so that you might be healed. 
And he was raised to assure you of that.  
 
Benediction 
May you fix your gaze on Christ and him crucified for our sins, and help others do the 
same. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 
Name of the Preacher on Sunday morning, Month ??, 2012.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but was 
written to be delivered orally.  The mission of Immanuel is to be a multiplying community that enjoys and 

proclaims the Good News of Christ in the great city of Chicago. 
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End notes: 
                                                
1 One commentary I read (sorry, I don’t remember which one) said this: ‘The earliest and best witnesses 
lack “against you” after “if your brother sins.” It is quite possible that the shorter reading in these witnesses 
 B, as well as 0281 f1 579 pc sa) occurred when scribes either intentionally changed the text (to make it א(
more universal in application) or unintentionally changed the text (owing to the similar sound of the end of 
the verb ἁµαρτήσῃ [hamartēsē] and the prepositional phrase εἰς σέ [eis se]). However, if the mss were 
normally copied by sight rather than by sound, especially in the early centuries of Christianity, such an 
unintentional change is not as likely for these mss. And since scribes normally added material rather than 
deleted it for intentional changes, on balance, the shorter reading appears to be original. NA27 includes the 
words in brackets, indicating doubts as to their authenticity.’ 
2 The NIV again sort of smoothes over these details, probably to make it easier to read. If we look at the 
ESV we can see these difficult-but-important details. Jesus says in verse 19, 'Again I say to you, if two of 
you agree on earth about anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven.' In this fairly 
literal translation there appear to be two parties: One group agreeing about what another group is asking. 
What are we to make of this? Here's my best stab at it. You be the judge as to whether it's Biblical: 
 
I think Jesus is telling these men who are destined to become apostles, that insofar as they are in unity 
about disciplinary matters that arise in the church, that God joins with them in their decisions, whether it be 
for recognizing believers and baptizing them into the church or for removing the unrepentant from breaking 
bread like believers at the Lord's table. So I think Jesus is saying 'if two of you [apostles] agree on earth 
about anything [the church asks], it will be done for them by my Father.' 
 
I'm pointed in this direction by Jesus' talk about binding and loosing in the previous verse. That's the same 
way he spoke to Peter, when he called Peter the rock on which he would build his church. So here, Jesus is 
expanding on the church's foundation, by bringing in a multiplicity of leaders. The apostles functioned as 
the church's first elders. For example, you hear Peter talking this way when he addressed elders in his first 
letter as their 'fellow elder.' So basically I think this is saying that matters of church discipline need to be 
something both the elders and the rest of the church are united on. 
 
So unity is really important when it comes to church discipline. But so is prayer. I can't help but be 
reminded in this passage of other times in the Bible where Jesus talks about asking about anything and it 
being done by his Father. So the kind of church discipline that God ordains and blesses is that which is 
done in a spirit of unity and prayer. 


