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(PART 1):
WINNING A
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This morning, we are embarking on a mini-series within our series
called "What is a Healthy Church?" This mini-series is about the oft-
misunderstood topic of what is known as “church discipline.”

s«
0

You might be wondering... "“Does this really warrant three sermons!?"
| believe it does. | believe, based on my study and my experience,
that this is a practice that churches neglect to their own detriment. |
believe that the regular, relational, and preventative correction that
fellow believers are to humbly offer one another is one of the most
crucial practices in healthy churches.

Sermon 1: Church Discipline: Winning a Wandering Believer Back
We'll look at Jesus' prescription in Matt. 18 for confronting each
other when we sin. This is regular, relational, preventive work that
increases health in a church.

The context is internal. This passage of Scripture is not about how to
treat unbelievers or uncommitted believers. These verses are also
not about how we treat wolves or people who are trying to take
advantage of the flock.

This is a passage about what we should consider “normal everyday

life" for an assembled, committed, local body of believers.
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Sermon 2: Church Discipline: Guarding the Flock Through Costly
Love

In this sermon, we'll look at the first half of 1 Cor. 5, where there is a
case of gross, public, serious sin that needs to be dealt with
immediately. Paul does not prescribe the steps of Matthew 18 as if
they are binding procedural steps that must be followed in every
case. The steps are not like Miranda Rights that must be read to
someone who is being arrested in order for the action taken to be
legitimate.

Sermon 3: Church Discipline: Who We Judge and Why
We'll look at Paul's clarifying instructions about whom we are to—
and not to—judge inside and outside of the church.

Backstory
| want to give you a little bit of backstory about these sermons
before | preach them.

In 2013, a man at my previous church committed a serious sin. It
was the type of sin that has legal consequences and family
consequences, and church consequences. His response to his own
sin was astounding! Before anyone even found out what he'd done,
he was so horrified by his own sin that he confessed, turned himself
in to the police, went to court and didn't fight the charges, did the
prescribed jail time, and returned to fellowship and supervised
service within the church. All of this was done in full cooperation and
submission to us as the pastors and elders of the church. The man
was fully reconciled with his family and lives in victory to this day as
far as | know.

The Matthew 18 steps were not applied in this case because the
man repented before he was confronted.

That was 2013. Around 2016, | initially wrote and delivered these

next three sermons. At the time, they were a reminder about how we
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are obligated as fellow members to keep watch and confront sin in
each other's lives. They were also, to me, a reflection on the good
experience of the 2013 case that required church discipline and
turned out very well. But | have to be honest with you. The response
of the man in the 2013 case is extremely rare! I'm glad | was able to
witness it because at the beginning of any similar situation, it always
gives me hope that the situation can turn out the same way.

Unfortunately, I've never experienced anything like that again to this
day. A few years later in the life of the church, these next three
sermons were no longer preparatory or reflective; they were practical
and needed to be applied.

Late in 2017, we learned that a man (with wife and kids) who had
been trusted with shepherding the youth in our church was involved
in a sexual relationship with a young woman roughly half his age,
who was under his care and whom he'd been “counselling”. There
was no pre-emptive confession in this case; he was caught in the
sin, and there was no way to deny it. In the process of trying to
confront him, he fought us at every step, blamed us and others for
his sin, and tried to turn many people against us. He led more than a
few people out of our church. We formally excommunicated him.

The Matthew 18 steps were not applied in this case because this sin
met the standard of 1 Cor. 5. It was a sin that even unbelievers
raised their eyebrows at and found abhorrent.

Around that same time, another man decided to leave his wife and
engage in an adulterous relationship with another woman. This case
was different. The man didn't care what we thought, had no interest
in reconciling, and didn't try to poison people against the church
leadership or lead anyone astray. We recommended that he be
excommunicated, and some church members felt they wanted to try
one of the first three steps in Matt. 18 again before we moved to step
four. So we delayed while they made another effort, which we
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commended them for. In the end, their efforts did not result in
repentance. This man, too, was formally excommunicated.

The Matthew 18 steps were applied in this case in a fairly systematic

way.

I'm giving you these three snapshots to let you know a number of
things:

1.

| want you to know that these Scriptures are not mere theory or
speculation for me. I've had to weigh them and wrestle with
them, and apply them in real-life situations. | would always
rather avoid these situations. They are always heavy. They are
time-consuming. They are community-disturbing. They are
delicate. There is always collateral damage. So if you see us, as
elders, engaging in one of these cases, please assume that this
is something we do reluctantly, not eagerly. The cost is high, but
there are gains and benefits, a major one being the health and
protection of the church.

| want you to know that repentant sinners are welcome in the
church. That's what all Christians in good standing with Christ
are: repentant sinners. People who sin, yes, but people who hate
their sin and seek to put it to death. That's a personal project. It
is also, as we'll see in Matt. 18, a community project. We can
assist each other in this fight.

| also want you to know that unrepentant sinners who do not
claim to be Christians are also welcome here. Share the gospel
with them. Bring them to church! Allow us, too, to share the
gospel with them. Perhaps they will repent of their sins and
follow Jesus. Praise God if they do.

Lastly, | want you to know that unrepentant sinners who claim
to be Christians, if they persist in an unrepentant state, will be
removed from the church. That is the difficult yet clear teaching
of Scripture, as we will see in 1 Cor. 5. | will elaborate on this in
the third sermon.

Introduction
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This morning: Church Discipline: Winning a Wandering Believer Back.
The idea of church discipline is greatly misunderstood, and when it
is applied (if it is applied and not ignored, as it is in many many
churches), it is often applied badly, doing more harm than good. But
it doesn't have to be that way, and, as usual, God's word provides
information, instruction, and wisdom about this and every other idea.

At the foundation of this idea is that life together as a church family
requires confrontation. And doesn't that just warm your heart? Don't
you just love confrontation?!

Now, there is a kind of confrontation we're NOT talking about this
morning. Confrontation is often a situation in which people, groups,
etc., fight, oppose, or challenge each other in an angry way. We see a
lot of that kind of confrontation, and so we might be tempted to see
confrontation as inherently negative. But really, it just means to
come face-to-face with someone. It's the "action of bringing two
parties face to face." And this is the deeper meaning, the biblical
meaning of confrontation that we want to explore this morning

Common Misperception

If you have heard or know anything about or have seen church
discipline practiced, you might only know one thing about it, and that
one thing might be the final and most extreme step in the process,
when someone is removed from the church, or excommunicated.

[ILL] There was this fascinating movie made in the 1990s that
started with the ending and worked its way back to the beginning...

This is the extent of many people's understanding of* church
discipline". For those of you who were aware of this passage
previously, you tend to go straight to the last step in the process.
That's where the heavy action is, and you're curious about that
process.
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But we are wrong to think that the only way church discipline is
practiced is with the last step. Because as we'll see in this passage
and in other Scriptures, the overwhelming emphasis in God's word is
not on the final or big step in the process, but on the smaller steps -
the regular, relational, preventative confrontation

Regular - happening as often as needed

Relational - in the context of an already established relationship
Preventative - taking action on small issues before they become big
issues

Let's look then at what Jesus has to say in Matthew 18

1. The Spirit of Christ in Confrontation (v12-17)

We need, of course, to read v15-17 in context. We see the Spirit of
Christ in the preceding verses - 12-14 - parable of the lost sheep:

12 What do you think? If a man has a hundred sheep, and one of
them has gone astray, does he not leave the ninety-nine on the
mountains and go in search of the one that went astray? 13 And if he
finds it, truly, | say to you, he rejoices over it more than over the
ninety-nine that never went astray. 14 So it is not the will of my
Father who is in heaven that one of these little ones should perish.

Good shepherds pursue lost sheep. That's the point of the parable.
Now, this parable is placed directly before the section on confronting
sin in the life of other believers, and that is no accident. The gospels
were not assembled randomly but with intention and purpose. This
section about pursuing lost sheep is placed directly before the
section on sinning sheep because they are related.

V12-14 tells us the value of lost sheep, and now v15-17 tells us how
to pursue lost sheep. Sheep that have wandered away from the
flock. So let's read 15-17 again, but with the flock metaphor in mind,
because it brings a lot of clarity
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15 “If your brother sins against you - if one of the flock wanders
away - go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he
listens to you, you have gained your brother - you have brought the
wandering sheep back into the flock.

16 But if he does not listen - if he continues to wander off even
though you're calling him back - take one or two others along with
you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two or
three witnesses.

17 If he refuses to listen to them - if he continues to wander off even
though you and others are calling him back - tell it to the church - to
the rest of the flock.

And if he refuses to listen even to the church - now the entire flock is
calling him to come back - let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax
collector - let him be what he wants to be: no longer a member of the
flock.

We can see here first that regular discipline is structured. It is
patient. It pursues. There are steps, and in the normal course of
church life, we do them in order over a period of time. This goes for
church discipline, but also for discipline in other environments

When we look at these first steps, we are already looking at the
earliest stages of church discipline. And we are talking in the early
stages about discipline, not punishment - there's a big difference.
Discipline has to do with training, with building up, with calling back.
Punishment has to do with penalizing, causing pain, and sending
out.

2. The Process Jesus Commands

So here is the process in bullet points, in the simplest form
1. If someone sins, tell that person about it one-on-one. If that
works, awesome! Restoration achieved
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2. If that doesn't work, tell the person the same thing with a small
group of others present. If that works, awesome! Restoration
achieved

3. If that doesn't work, tell the person the same thing with a larger
group of others present. If that works, awesome! Restoration
achieved

4. If that doesn't work, then the final step: cut the person off from
church fellowship

Now, this raises questions, of course... Let's look at how each of
these works and clarify what they mean and don't mean

Step One
1. If someone sins, tell that person about it one-on-one

“If your brother (or sister) sins against you..." Every commentator |
read explained that this phrase does not mean that this process is
always and only for a direct, one-to-one sin. It is definitely, and
maybe most effectively, applicable to a case of personal, one-to-one
sin. But all sin offends God, and all sin compromises the holiness of
the church. Therefore, all sin by a member of the body of Christ is a
sin against the body of Christ. And we should lovingly and humbly
confront any sin of which we become aware

The sin of adultery must be confronted, for example. And it's no
good for us to say. “Well, I'm not the person they're committing
adultery with, so | guess | don't have to deal with that one! Whew!"

No, what it says is that "If your brother sins against you - in terms of
the flock metaphor - if one of the flock wanders away - go and tell
him his fault, between you and him alone." Notice here that the
offended is to seek out the offender. We take our cues from Jesus:

Page 8 of 19



the shepherd who pursues the lost sheep. We should pursue and
engage when we become aware of sin in a brother or sister's life

Here is what we should not do, which we often do, especially if the
sin IS directly against us. We either internalize or externalize the hurt
in unhealthy ways.

1. We should NOT internalize the sin and sulk
“I can't believe they did that to me!" And then spend time just
reliving that and getting wound up about it. Maybe this is the
place, if it's a deep wound, to talk to a pastor or counsellor
about the effect it is having on you. But we shouldn't internalize
it and sulk about it

2. We should NOT externalize the sin and gossip
What we too often resort to when we are afraid to engage in this
process is a lot of case-pleading and team-building. We want to
plead our case to those whom we believe will be sympathetic,
and this will make us feel better. We want to build a team
around our version of the events because we believe this makes
our version true. But that's called gossip. And when you gossip
about someone else's sin, you add a sin to a sin. And someone
needs to confront YOU about that sin.

But no - what it says is:
“If your brother sins against you - if one of the flock wanders away
- go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens
to you, you have gained your brother..."
If that works, awesome! Restoration achieved - you have gained
your brother or sister back! We should see a brother or sister who
has wandered off into sin as a lost treasure, and we should be
desperate to get them back.

And so many situations could be resolved with so much less

collateral damage if we would just practice what is taught here. If we
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saw people as lost treasure instead of damaged goods. | absolutely
believe that the more firmly we establish a culture in our church
where step one is practiced, in the overwhelming majority of cases,
steps 2, 3, and 4 will never be needed

But what if that doesn't work...

Step Two

2. If step one doesn't work, tell the person the same thing with a
small group of others present

16 But if he does not listen - if he continues to wander off even
though you're calling him back - take one or two others along with
you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two or
three witnesses.

Up to this point, if it is a case of personal sin and we haven't
engaged in any gossip, it's possible that only two people know about
it - the offender and the offended. But if the issue is not resolved,
Jesus doesn't allow us to say, “Well, | tried... | guess that's that." No,
we are supposed to persevere

Now the circle widens a little bit. We are to take one or two others
with us. And these are not supposed to be people who are “On your
side!" because this is not a war, it's an attempt at reconciliation. You
want to bring people who possess at least these three qualities:

1. They are known to be trustworthy

2. They are able to remain neutral and objective

3. They have a reputation for being mature and fair

Such people exist; seek them out for assistance.

Under these conditions, you speak to the person again about the
issue, this time in front of one or two others. Hoping that the added
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weight of bringing people to witness the conversation will cause the
person to listen.

These "two or three witnesses" are OT people who witnessed the sin
itself. They are there to witness the conversation you are having.
They are there to witness or observe that you are making a fair case
against this person and that you are doing it with the right attitude
and spirit

They are also there to observe the attitude of the offender. To see
how they receive your words. Are they met with denial and
defensiveness even though the facts have been established? Do they
respond with anger, with rage, with counter-attacks? These are the
facts that they are there to witness

People are needed in this process. If you are a mature believer and
are neither the offended nor the offender, you should make yourself
available to serve as a witness in this sort of confrontation

So, “take one or two others along with you, that every charge may be
established by the evidence of two or three witnesses." If that works,
awesome! Restoration achieved. But what if that doesn't work...

Step Three

3. If that doesn't work, tell the person the same thing with a larger
group of others present

17 If he refuses to listen to them - to the 2-3 witnesses - if he
continues to wander off even though you and others are calling him
back - tell it to the church - to the rest of the flock.

Up to this point, if it is a case of personal and not public sin, and we
haven't engaged in any gossip, only three or four people know about
it - the offender, the offended, and the one or two witnesses. But if
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the issue is not resolved, Jesus doesn't allow us to say, “Well, |
tried... | guess that's that." No, the circle widens

As it becomes more and more obvious that the offender is
unrepentant, that this sheep intends to continue to wander off, we
enlist the help of other believers in calling them back to the flock.
We're not asking them to “side with us". We're asking them to help
bring the offender, the wanderer, home

So we are instructed to “tell it to the church”. This is the local church,
the local body of believers who have made a commitment to each
other. We demonstrate this commitment today through membership.
It doesn't tell us exactly how and when this should happen. But we
know that at every step there is a concern to involve as many people
as needed, but ONLY that many.

And so this might happen with a select group of mature Christians,
depending on how delicate the situation is. Or it might happen at a
membership meeting, for example, or what we call a “Family Chat". It
might even mean that, in extreme cases that impact the entire
church family, the elders might come up to the pulpit on a Sunday
morning and tell the church as a whole. Sometimes that is
necessary, again, in extreme cases, because those who would hinder
or harm the church don't discriminate between members and non-
members.

One way or another, in cases of serious and persistent sin, this step
needs to happen. And all for the purpose of protecting the flock, and
pursuing a lost sheep in hopes that the sheep can recognize his sin,
engage in genuine repentance, and rejoin the flock, at which point
there will be much rejoicing.

In this step, we are enlisting more people to approach the offender
and plead with him/her to repent. We are giving the offender an
opportunity to hear the wisdom and care of the congregation
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So, “17 If he refuses to listen to the 2-3 witnesses” - if he continues
to wander off even though you and others are calling him back - “tell
it to the church - to the rest of the flock.” If that works, awesome!
Restoration achieved. But what if that doesn't work...

Step Four

4. If that doesn't work, then the final step: cut the person off from
church fellowship. Here is where we get to the final step that many
people think is the only step. And as | said, | will just deal with this
briefly today and then more fully next week

17 And if he refuses to listen even to the church - now the entire
flock is calling him to come back - “We love you - come back!" - let
him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector - let him be what he is
demonstrating he wants to be: no longer a member of the flock.

Sadly, as Christians, we have often failed to follow these steps. And
so, sometimes church discipline becomes necessary when biblical
instructions have not been followed, and a small situation grows so
large that we can no longer avoid confrontation. This happens too
often, and when it happens, it means that people have not been
instructed in how to carry out regular, relational, preventative
confrontation. That leads to all kinds of problems in the church. But
we tend to default to avoidance because confrontation is so difficult.

But those are not the only cases in which this fourth step of church
discipline becomes necessary. Even when the instruction of God's
word has been followed, sometimes the person being confronted is
unrepentant. He refuses to turn from sin and turn back to God

And when this is the case, we are to exclude this person from the
fellowship of the church. With this step, our relationship with this
person fundamentally changes. We are no longer to have fellowship
with him because, by his lack of repentance, he has established that

he is going in a different direction than the rest of the flock.
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We are not saying with this step that the person is no longer a
Christian. We are saying, "You may be a Christian, but your
unrepentant attitude and your hard heart make it impossible for us
to affirm your profession.” We are saying, “We see that you are
unrepentant. We see that you are not interested in reconciliation.
This doesn't match the confession of faith that you've made before
us."

And we are to do this with heavy, grieving hearts. And our one goal is
still restoration, reconciliation. At no point do we curse the person or
wish them eternal harm.

Paul addresses such a situation in 2 Thes. 3:14-15: “If anyone does
not obey what we say in this letter, take note of that person, and
have nothing to do with him, that he may be ashamed. Do not regard
him as an enemy, but warn him as a brother.” This is important in
that it shows us that we can exclude someone from fellowship in the
church and still love them; exclusion doesn't make them the enemy
because that is not the purpose or the goal of the exclusion.

We continue to proclaim the gospel to them. We are to seek their
eternal good. We are to hope for their timely repentance

Please note that Jesus imposes no timeline on this process. It could
take weeks or even months, or even longer, to proceed from one step
to the next. In 1 Cor. 5, which we will look at over the next two weeks,
Paul gives instructions for dealing with sins that are obvious and
public. These need to be dealt with immediately and without delay.
There is no hiding behind any sort of “proceduralism”.

3. The Fruit of Obedience (Why This Matters)

So if we engage in this process... if we engage regularly in the small
first steps of church discipline, which happen one-to-one and out of
sight of everyone else. Then the vast majority of church discipline

should be happening secretly, out of the view of most of the people
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of the church. It should be happening in conversation, maybe over
coffee or a meal, between friends, between husbands and wives,
between any two church members who care about each other
enough to speak God's truth to each other

And if at every step there is an attitude of humility, a posture of
prayerfulness, and a desire for reconciliation, we will see much love
and much fruit in our relationships and in our church family as a
whole.

And IF at some point such a situation again brings the necessity of
the final step. It would have to be done with a lot of grieving, but it
would need to be done. And we'll hear more about how that works
next week

But the point is this: If we don't engage in this process, then it has no
hope of succeeding. But if we engage in this process and it
succeeds... If that one lost sheep is returned to the flock. Then there
is great rejoicing!

Because sin is forgiven. Because you have won your brother or sister
back. Because what was broken was restored. Because the unity of
the church is strengthened

For these reasons and many more, this process is worth engaging in.
God wants to bring good out of it

Conclusion

Now, as always, there is no point in hearing God's word if we have no
intention of living out what is commanded And so | encourage a
moment of reflection: Are you aware of any friendly confrontations
that need to happen? Do you know of someone this morning who is
wandering and needs to be pursued? Is there someone that you need
to make things right with?
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This would be a good time to do it. This would be a good way to
prepare your heart for the Lord's Supper next Sunday.

Jesus commands us to take these steps of confrontation for the
good of our souls, for the good of the church, and for the glory of
God. Because he knows that, as uncomfortable as this might be, the
alternative is much worse - a sheep might wander off indefinitely, or
never return.

You know that could be any one of us... And so often, we don't want
to open ourselves up to the scrutiny of others because we might be
exposed as the ones who are at fault. Well, what if you are? Do you
love the truth enough to find out? Do you love the truth enough to
engage in the process that Jesus commands?

If you love this truth enough to practice it... You will be rewarded...
Rewarded with greater fellowship, intimacy and unity in your
relationships. Rewarded with greater unity in the church. Rewarded
with many hard-won friendships that will stand the test of time

*The hard work of this kind of love yields sweet and lasting fruit. But
unless you are willing to do this hard work, you will never taste this
sweet fruit. This hard work involves surrounding yourself with people
who are not afraid to tell you the truth.

Surround yourself with people like that! People who will tell you the
truth in love. The alternative is not fruitful or life-giving. The
alternative is to surround yourself with people who will get close, but
not too close. The alternative is to surround yourself with people
who will offer only affirmation, even when it is false affirmation,
never correction.

And while that might seem like a good idea. You are actually
spurning God's blessing when you don't expose yourself to the
loving correction of Christian brothers and sisters
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Friendships that make space for regular, relational, preventative
confrontation are of so much more value than friendships based on
nothing but unconditional mutual affirmation

We want deep, Christlike love in our relationships. And it takes many
Matt. 18 conversations for that to happen. But this instruction in
Matt. 18 is the pathway to that kind of love. A foundational love on
which the strength of churches is built. The church should be
saturated with that kind of hard-won love and friendship. Because
reconciliation is at the core of our mission.

Friendships that endure this kind of confrontation for a time find
their way to a sense of peace that can only be brought about and
maintained by the Spirit

Some of you need that kind of reconciliation this morning. Some
have hurt each other with words. Some have hurt each other with
gossip. Some have hurt each other with neglect. And instead of
pressing in, you've backed off, and there is a coldness.

“So far as it is up to you, live at peace with one another..." is not a
suggestion; it is a command. But it reveals the reality that we will
sometimes attempt to be reconciled, and we will be unsuccessful.
The person on the other end of the conflict is not willing to reconcile.
But when that is the case, God honours your efforts. God honours
your efforts because that effort is what he commands.

Some of you may be at odds with each other right now, and you
haven't engaged in the process described in Matt. 18. And this
morning, I'm pleading with you to take the first step. For the sake of
your relationship. For the sake of the church body. For the sake of
making Jesus Christ known to the world. Have that conversation

My Hope
In this church family, this body of believers. We want to encourage

you to ask for correction from each other. What might this look like?
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Ask a mature brother or sister to tell you what they see in your life.
Ask them what they see in your marriage. Ask them what they see in
your interactions with people. Ask them to ask you hard questions -
monthly.

We want to encourage you to ask for correction. And we want you to
feel free to correct each other. This needs to be part of the church’s
DNA because it is so clearly taught in Scripture as a process that
keeps the body of Christ healthy and properly functioning

So we each need to be willing to receive correction. And we need to
be willing to offer correction. We need to be willing to be part of the
process of helping others resolve their differences

The reality is that although we have been redeemed by Jesus Christ,
we still sin daily. Sometimes we sin in ways that we're not even
aware of. And what better, more caring act of service can a Christian
brother or sister perform for us than to point out issues in our lives
that are hindering our relationship with God and our relationship with
others?

If we see a brother or sister in Christ clearly struggling with or
intentially wandering into sin. It is an act of betrayal to avoid going
to them with loving care and humility, and pointing that out to them.
It is like watching someone walk towards a cliff and not warning
them they're about to plunge to their death.

Now, this doesn't always get the result we hope and pray for. But we
are not called to speculate on the result and then determine our
course of action based on that. We are called to confront and leave
the results to God. He will bring good out of every conflict we face
because he promises to work everything out for good for those who
love him and are called according to his purpose

So, just give each other license to step into your lives, license to

reprove, license to offer correction
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Now, if your heart's response to this sermon is, “Finally, | have been
given permission to tell everyone everything that | see wrong in their
lives. | can't wait to get started!" You've missed the point.

If each one of us is eager to open ourselves up to the loving
corrections of our brothers and sisters in the church, the opportunity
to also speak into their lives will surely come.

But start with your own heart. Just open yourself up. Give people
permission: “If you see something in my life that doesn't appear to
match up to God's word and my profession of faith, please tell me!" |
am so thankful for the many times people have cared enough about
me to do this for me.

It may be that you have misunderstood, and by asking, you'll get
clarity. It may be that the person is not aware of their own actions,
and you are giving them some insight of great value.

Remember, these types of confrontations should be. Regular -
happening as often as needed. Relational - in the context of an
already established relationship. Preventative - taking action on
small issues before they become big issues.

James 5:19-20 “My brothers, if anyone among you wanders from the
truth and someone brings him back, let him know that whoever
brings back a sinner from his wandering will save his soul from
death and will cover a multitude of sins.” Let's care for each other
enough to be THAT kind of church

Let's pray
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