
WHAT IS CHURCH DISCIPLINE? 

Church discipline is the process given by God to the church to help restore a Jesus follower 
who is walking in disobedience to the commands, character, and example of Jesus (Matt. 
18:15-20; Gal. 6:1-2).  Biblical discipline is primarily intended to train. To be a disciple of Jesus 
means to live a disciplined life and to humbly receive discipline as needed. There are two 
major kinds of church discipline: 

• Formative discipline is primarily instructive and encouraging.  It consists of many of the things 
that we should be doing on a regular basis that form us into the image of Jesus, like  
scripture study and prayer, sitting under the authority of solid biblical teaching and 
preaching, and walking in community with other believers.  These are practices or disciplines, 
that if done regularly, the Lord can use to train us.   

• Restorative discipline is primarily corrective.  It is a process that also happens regularly in a 
believer’s life, and can consist of a one-on-one conversation with a close friend who points 
out sin to possible involvement by church leadership when a sin is known, serious, and 
unrepented of.  

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF CHURCH DISCIPLINE? 

The ultimate goal of church discipline is love.  Love for God who has called us to live a holy life.  
Love for the wayward believer, in the hopes that they be restored.  Love for unbeliever who is 
to be shown a faithful witness by the church.   

The purpose of church discipline is the spiritual restoration of fallen members and the 
consequent strengthening of the church and glorifying of the Lord. When a unrepentant 
believer is confronted and they turn from their sin, they find forgiveness and are won back to 
fellowship with the body and with its head, Jesus Christ (Gal. 6:1). 

Church discipline, then, is not to throw people out of the church or to feed the self-righteous 
pride of those who administer the discipline. It is not to embarrass people or to exercise 
authority and power in some unbiblical or abusive manner. 

HOW DOES COGGIN PRACTICE CHURCH DISCIPLINE?  

The process of restorative discipline begins when we become aware of sin in another believer's 
life. Jesus commands us to go to that person with a redemptive attitude. We have neither the 
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option of ignoring the sin nor being condemning or arrogant. Before we go, we must be 
careful to examine our own heart and motives, seeking the Holy Spirit's leading before we 
confront someone on an issue of sin. (Gal. 6:1)  
The next steps for discipline are set forth by Jesus in Matthew 18:15-17: (1) tell them their sin 
alone; (2) take some witnesses; (3) tell the church; and (4) treat them as an outsider. 

Following self-examination, discipline begins on an individual level. (Matt. 18:15) Here, an 
individual believer is to go to a sinning brother privately and confront him in a spirit of humility 
and gentleness. This confrontation involves clearly exposing his sin so that he is aware of it and 
calling him to repentance. If the sinning brother repents in response to the private 
confrontation, the matter is finished.  We are to forgive as God has forgiven us, not holding the 
offense against the offender. (Matt. 18:21-22)  If there is significant sin involved, the process of 
forgiveness may include a time of restoration where the offender will work through their sin 
issues with some trusted, Godly people who can help them return to a state of full health and 
maturity in the Spirit. This process may include a time of stepping back from certain 
responsibilities and leadership roles within the church, to allow the individual as well as those 
close to them, time to heal.  

If, however, there is defiance and the situation continues without resolution, the next step must 
be taken. The second confrontation will include one or two wise, Spirit-led believers who can 
examine the situation carefully to surface any misunderstandings or sin. The purpose of taking 
other believers is not only to confirm that the sin was committed but, in addition, to confirm 
that the unrepentant believer was properly rebuked and that they have or have not repented 
(Matt. 16:b). The goal is always redemptive and the attitude gracious. (Matt. 18:16, 2 Cor. 13:1, 
1 Tim. 5:19)   If this change of heart does occur, that believer is forgiven and restored, and the 
matter is concluded. 

In the event that the individual remains unrepentant and is unwilling to meet again or work 
through the process of repentance after a period of time, those witnesses are then to tell it to 
the church (Matt. 18:17a). This is most appropriately done by bringing the matter to the 
attention of the Deacons or Called Staff who will work towards repentance and restoration in a 
gracious and timely manner. 

The fourth and final step in the process of church discipline is removal from membership and 
fellowship (Matt. 18:17b). This grieves the heart of God and the church, but may be necessary 
in extreme cases.  This does not mean that the church is to treat these individuals 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.  If the leadership sees the sin as destructive to the life of the 
body, the person will be asked to cease participation in the body.  In other cases the person 
will be allowed to attend and participate in the body so long as they are not leading others into 
sin.  
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Deal with it

He continues

He continues

He continues

He continues

He listens

He listens

He listens

He repents

You have first-hand 
knowledge of sin in the 

Body of Christ

He might not  
be saved 

James 5:19-20

He continues to live 
in sin 

1 John 1:6

He might be 
disciplined by God 

1 Cor 11:30;  
Heb 12:6

God may take him 
prematurely 
1 John 5:16 
1 Cor 11:30 

James 1:14-15

Turn him over to God

Refuse association 
Matt 18:17; 1 Cor 5:5 

2 Thes 3:14-15;  
Rom 16:17-19

Church leadership 
administers appropriate 

discipline 
Matt 18:17

Confront with 2 or 3 
witnesses 

Matt 18:16; 2 Cor 13:1 

Confront privately 
Matt 18:15; Luke 17:3 

You have served your 
brother and won him

You have served your 
brother and won him

You have served your 
brother and won him

You have served your 
brother and won him


