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Church Discipline Handbook 

 

Purpose of Church Discipline 
The elders and the church maintain the responsibility to exercise church discipline in order to 
preserve the church's integrity in theology and moral values. For most church members, the 
matter of discipline is not of daily concern. But when it is, it is good to know how it is 
administered. We always work toward reconciliation and redemption, and we are commanded to 
preserve the unity of the church. Discipline only becomes a factor when the unity with the Lord 
and the church is threatened or needs to be restored. 
  

Personal Discipline First 
In order to be what God wants us to be, we must discipline ourselves to be obedient and holy in 
our lives. 
  
When members of Christ's body fail to exercise sufficient personal discipline, then those who 
love them must perform the sometimes unpleasant task of brotherly correction. Numerous 
biblical passages such as Matthew 18 deal with this task. 
  
There are times when people become dissatisfied in church life. Sometimes the fault lies with the 
individual, at other times with the church or some leader. Regardless of the origin, the health and 
life of the church and the restoration of the individual always remain priorities. 

Goals of Church Discipline 
  
In church discipline we have seven goals: 
1. To obey the Lord and Holy Scriptures (see the below Scripture list) 
2. To protect the church from having to be judged by God for condoning unholy or unjust 
situations. 
3. To protects its members from a leader who has been unwise or unrighteous and to protect a 
leader from unwise or unrighteous members. 
4. To preserve church unity and the Holy Spirit's blessing. (see Psalm 133) 
5. To maintain our testimony before our Christian friends as a people of biblical lifestyle. 
6. To work toward being a church that fulfills its mission and glorifies Jesus Christ. 
7. To restore those disciplined to a right relationship with God and his church. 
 

Procedure for Church Discipline 
  
Our basis for addressing disciplinary issues is found in Matthew 18:15-18.  
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1. If some error, abuse or sin needs correcting in the life of a member or leader, immediate steps 
should be taken. Sin, discontentment or division cannot be ignored since it disrupts the life of the 
church in the Spirit. In view of Matthew 18:15-16, each member must be committed to 
addressing sin as well as receiving correction.  If a leaders' behavior is in question, it should be 
brought quickly to the leader. 

• If your brother sins against you, go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. 
If he listens to you, you have won your brother over. 

 
2. If a member's behavior remains in question and it becomes necessary to broaden church 
involvement, an elder should be contacted 

• 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. 

  
3. If that does not resolve the problem, other elders or the entire eldership may be drawn into the 
matter and recommend a course of action.  
  
4. If church discipline is indicated by the board of elders, the person's name will be brought to 
the whole church.  

• If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church;  
 
5. If there is no response the person will be removed from membership and treated by the whole 
church as Matthew 18 commands. 

• 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 be bound in heaven, and whatever 
you loose on earth will be 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." (Matt 18:15-20) 

 
6. If it appears that a member has requested withdrawal from membership to avoid or abbreviate 
church discipline, that request will not be given effect until the scriptural steps of the disciplinary 
process have been completed. Hence church discipline may be instituted or continued either 
before or after a member attempts to withdraw from membership. 
  
7. In some cases, confession to the church, or part of the church, is indicated by Scripture. In 
other cases, warnings to the church or individual are called for. In such instances, we will seek to 
obey the principles set forth in God's word. 
  
The New Testament church was not problem-free. However, Jesus has left instructions in his 
word on how to handle these problems. The question continues to be whether his church will 
follow these instructions.  
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Scriptures related to the Church Discipline Procedure 
• If your brother sins against you, 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 be bound in heaven, and whatever 

you loose on earth will be 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." (Matt 18:15-20)  

 
See 1 Corinthians 5:1-13 for how Paul implemented it and 2 Corinthians 2:4-11 for the positive 
result. 

For Sinful Behavior Against the Church 
I have written you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people-  not at all meaning 
the people of this world who are immoral, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters. In that case 
you would have to leave this world. But now I am writing you that you must not associate with 
anyone who calls himself a brother but is sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or a 
slanderer, a drunkard or a swindler. With such a man do not even eat. 1 Corinthians 5:9-11 

 For Divisive Behavior 
But avoid foolish controversies and genealogies and arguments and quarrels about the law, 
because these are unprofitable and useless. Warn a divisive person once, and then warn him a 
second time. After that, have nothing to do with him. You may be sure that such a man is 
warped and sinful; he is self-condemned. (Titus 3:9-11) 
 
I urge you, brothers, to watch out for those who cause divisions and put obstacles in your way 
that are contrary to the teaching you have learned. Keep away from them. For such people are 
not serving our Lord Christ, but their own appetites. By smooth talk and flattery they deceive 
the minds of naive people. (Romans 16:17-18) 

For Unruly (Disorderly, Undisciplined) Conduct 
Now we command you, brethren, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep away from 
every brother who leads an unruly life and not according to the tradition which you received 
from us... If anyone does not obey our instruction in this letter, take special note of that person 
and do not associate with him, so that he will be put to shame. Yet do not regard him as an 
enemy, but admonish him as a brother. (2 Thess 3:6, 14, 15 NASU) See also verses 7-13 and 1 
Thessalonians 5:14 
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For Leaders 
Do not entertain an accusation against an elder unless it is brought by two or three 
witnesses. Those who sin are to be rebuked publicly, so that the others may take warning. (1 
Timothy 5:19-20) 

Commended by Jesus as Acts of Love 
But you have this in your favor: You hate the practices of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate. 
(Revelation 2:6) 
 
Nevertheless, I have a few things against you: You have people there who hold to the teaching of 
Balaam, who taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin by eating food sacrificed to idols and by 
committing sexual immorality. Likewise you also have those who hold to the teaching of the 
Nicolaitans. (Revelation 2:14-15) 
 
Nevertheless, I have this against you: You tolerate that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a 
prophetess. By her teaching she misleads my servants into sexual immorality and the eating of 
food sacrificed to idols. I have given her time to repent of her immorality, but she is unwilling. 
So I will cast her on a bed of suffering, and I will make those who commit adultery with her 
suffer intensely, unless they repent of her ways. (Revelation 2:20-22) 
  
Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline, so be earnest and repent. (Revelation 3:19) 
  
Other verses related to this topic include 1 Timothy 1:19-20, Galatians 6:1, Acts 5:1-11.  
 
Some examples of leaders taking negative action for the protection of the church are found in 
Acts 20:28-31, 2 Timothy 2:23-26, Titus 1:9-11. 
 
Our church life will not ever be problem free but we can obey our Lord even as we walk through 
those times. 
 
Further, church discipline does not seem nice and only a minority of churches practice it. But it 
is commanded and necessary. 
 
Resources on Church Discipline 
James Leo Garrett, Jr., Church Discipline: Lost, But Recoverable 
This is an revision of an article Dr. Garrett first published in 1959 
A Summary of Church Discipline from the Charleston Association 
Instructions for Baptist churches in the South from 1774 
James P. Boyce, Church Disciplineâ€”Itâ€™s Importance 
The founder of Southern Seminary published this article in 1852 
Mark Dever, Editor, Polity: A Collection of Historic Baptist Documents 
An excellent resource from ancient Baptist wisdom on discipline and related issues 
Don Whitney, Reforming through Discipline (mp3) 
A very helpful message from one who has done it 
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Wyman Richardson, Walking Together Ministries 
A website with a wealth of resources, including workbooks, on church discipline and heath 
A few articles that I have written that touch on the subject: 
Robert Murray M'Cheyne on Church Discipline 
A Plea for Church Discipline  
Bill Clinton and the Discipline of our Churches 
 
 
 


