Sharpening the Skill of Forgiveness #9

“Within the Ranks”

selected Scriptures
If you want to set off a riot among parents with young children, mention the word “discipline.” Arguments about types of discipline, who has the right to discipline, and even if discipline is necessary at all have raged for decades. There will be no shortage of opinions.

If you want to silence a group of pastors and church leaders, mention the words, “church discipline.” No one wants to touch that subject with a ten-foot pole! Why? In recent years, attempts at church discipline have resulted in heated arguments, congregational splits, and even civil lawsuits. No wonder John Stott concludes, “One of Jesus’ instructions which is more commonly dis​regarded and disobeyed than others, is found in Matthew 18:15-17.”

Now you may be wondering, “Why are we even talking about church discipline? I thought this was a study on forgiveness.” That is correct. And the disconnect between these two concepts is, in my opinion, the biggest reason why church discipline is such an explosive issue. Even as some have lost the intention of child discipline, causing misunderstanding and abuse, so some have lost the intention of church discipline, causing similar misunderstanding and abuse.

So this morning, as we continue in our series, “Sharpening the Skill of Forgiveness,” we move into the area of forgiveness “within the ranks,” which is the oft-forgotten goal of church discipline. From the teaching of Jesus and of Paul we will see very practical steps to be taken when this delicate task must be performed. Throughout this message I will be using the following diagram:
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Rebellion leads to Rebuke

Turn with me to Matthew 18:15-17, where rebellion leads to rebuke:

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.

On first glance, these words from Jesus may seem harsh. That’s true only if we skip to the end of the paragraph. Yes, the last phrase from Jesus’ lips speaks of excluding the offender from the fellowship, but that is the last resort, not the first response. As John White comments, “The exercise described in Matthew 18 is a rescue operation from start to finish. It is designed not to condemn but to reconcile.”
 The goal is forgiveness within the ranks. 

Church discipline is to be carried out by believers and for believers. The process outlined in Matthew 18 doesn’t describe how we are to engage those outside the fellowship of our brothers and sisters in Christ. Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 5:12-13, “For what have I to do with judging outsiders? Do you not judge those who are within the church? But those who are outside, God judges. Remove the wicked man from among yourselves.” 

Notice that Jesus was addressing the issue of moral sin—“If your brother sins against you.” Some of our irritations in relationships are simply that—irritations. Many of the irritations in relationships we can forbear. But moral failures can be removed only by apologizing and forgiveness.
 Let’s make sure we are dealing with a matter of morality and not a matter of preference or personal conviction.

The first step in this procedure is to go privately. Jesus says in verse 15, “If your brother sins against you,﻿﻿ go and show him his fault, just between the two of you.” Keep the matter private. Approach the person who sinned and speak with him alone. It is possible that he does not even realize what he has done. Or, even if he did it deliberately, our own attitude of submission and love may help him to repent and apologize.

But is this how an offense within the local congregation is usually handled? Hardly! A great deal of tension in Christian congregations would be eased if we obeyed this plain command of Jesus: “Go and tell him his fault between you and him alone.” Instead of having the courage to face a person with his fault, frankly but privately, we whisper behind his back and poison other people’s minds against him. The whole atmosphere of the church becomes foul. The best way to open the windows and let in some fresh air is to do what our Lord commanded: to go and tell him his fault privately, and other​wise to keep our lips sealed.

I know that in our age of social media, it’s really tempting to try to resolve interpersonal conflicts and to engage in accountability by dropping a few hastily typed words and clicking “send.” But there are no shortcuts to obedience. Jesus said to go to the brother or sister. It is not easy or comfortable (at least it shouldn’t be!) but it is necessary as the initial step in the process.

The second step is to go positively. This might seem out of place—even impossible—given the circumstances. After all, this person sinned against us—that’s negative. We are to go and “show him his fault”—that’s negative, too. How can we go positively? We do that by keeping the goal in mind. Go to him with the idea of winning your brother, not winning an argument. It is possible to win the argument and lose your brother.
 The goal here is forgiveness and restoration, not finger-pointing and retaliation!

We must also watch our attitude in this situation. Paul writes in Galatians 6:1, “Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.” The word restore in Galatians 6:1 is a Greek medical word that means, “to set a broken bone.”
 If you went to the emergency room with a broken arm or leg, wouldn’t you want the doctors to treat you gently? They may accomplish the same end by treating it roughly, but we all appreciate a gentle touch!

We can diffuse a potentially explosive situation simply by a positive approach. As Stuart Briscoe puts it so well, “In the church there is no shortage of hot heads and cold hearts, and these do not adorn the gospel. We need cool heads and warm hearts if the church is to be disciplined in order to be discipled.”

We need to go positively. We stand a much better chance at getting a positive response from the one who sinned against us. As Jesus says at the end of verse 15, “If he listens to you, you have won your brother over.” Reading between the lines, this means that the brother acknowledges his wrong and asks for forgiveness, which we are then to grant. 
Third, we must go persistently. In verse 16 Jesus says, “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 the initial confrontation does not accomplish restoration, we might be tempted to say, “That’s it! I’ve done my part! I’m finished!” Not so fast, my friend! Our goal of reconciliation should not be diminished so quickly. We need to be persistent, even as God persistently works on our hearts, even if we do not initially respond to Him.

The offended party is instructed to take one or two people with him and approach the offender again. The idea here is not to gang up on the person, to outnumber him or her in order to intimidate or pressure, but rather so that there may be witnesses of the conversation. These “one or two” ought to be people who are spiritually mature, not ones who are apt to become emotionally involved in the matter, and are as unbiased as possible. 

The best-case scenario is that, when approached either one-on-one or with a few witnesses, the offender and the offended can be reconciled and forgiveness can be granted. This not only enhances the relationship between the two people, but goes a long way in improving the health of the church body. “But what if that doesn’t work?” you might ask. Good question.
Refusal leads to Removal

Jesus anticipated such in Matthew 18:17, “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.” In other words, refusal to repent leads to removal.

But what does that look like? Paul explains this in his letters to the Corinthian church. In 1 Corinthians 5:1-2 we read the apostle’s words, “It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of a kind that does not occur even among pagans: A man has his father’s wife. And you are proud! Shouldn’t you rather have been filled with grief and have put out of your fellowship the man who did this?” A member of the church was openly involved in a sexual relationship with his stepmother. The church knew about it—and they were proud of the fact that they were so tolerant! (This church would fit into our present society in so many ways!)
The step the church should have taken is seen at the end of verse two: they should have “put out of [the] fellowship the man who did this.” The technical term is “excommunication.” Titus 3:10 adds, “Warn a divisive person once, and then warn him a second time. After that, have nothing to do with him.” This means more than not allowing the person to attend church functions; it means not communicating with them at all.

Now our diagram looks like this:
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“This sounds so harsh, so unchristian!” you may be thinking. If this were the end of the story, I would agree. But this is not the desired ending. Remember, the whole goal of church discipline is restoration. Any form of discipline is painful at the moment, but that is not the end goal. The pain of the discipline is to show the offender the gravity of the misdeed, so that the person might make it right and not do it again. 

Taking this step is, of course, risky. The person could be offended to the point of never darkening the door of a church ever again. They could go around town maliciously attacking the church for what they had done. Nowadays, a church member so disciplined can simply go down the street to another church that will gladly add another number to their weekly attendance, no questions asked. And, in a few cases in recent years, the person can sue the church.

Once the church takes this step, the proverbial ball is in the offender’s court. That person must decide whether to repent and return to the fellowship of believers or to refuse and remain on the outside.

Repentance leads to Restoration

This is where our diagram becomes complete:
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The initial rebellion led to rebuke, which when met with refusal to repent led to the removal from the fellowship. But when the offender repents, he is to be welcomed back into the church with fellowship fully restored. 

Unfortunately in the first-century Corinthian church, it didn’t quite go this way. Unlike the prodigal son, he was not met by a loving father who ran down the road to embrace his son. Instead, he was met with suspicious stares from cynical saints. He was ready to repent, but the church was not willing to forgive. The pendulum had swung to the other extreme.

Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 2:6-8, “The punishment inflicted on him by the majority is sufficient for him. Now instead, you ought to forgive and comfort him, so that he will not be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. I urge you, therefore, to reaffirm your love for him.”
Paul reminds the Corinthians of the goal of church discipline: repentance that leads to restoration. The whole purpose of this exercise is that the sinning member will find forgiveness. Upon repenting from the sin, he found that forgiveness from God. Now the church must also extend that forgiveness by restoring him to the fellowship. Forgiveness is a healthy, wholesome, virtuous, liberating act. Forgiveness unleashes joy. It brings peace. It washes the slate clean. It sets all the highest virtues of love in motion. Forgiveness is Christianity at its highest level.

But the Corinthians were not willing to let the man back in. Perhaps they were embarrassed in the community by his open immorality. Maybe they were still stinging from the rebuke of the apostle Paul because they had not originally done anything about it. For whatever the reason, they were hesitant to restore the repentant brother. Paul knew there was—and is—no place in the church for man-made limits on God’s grace, mercy, and forgiveness toward repentant sinners. Such restrictions could only rob the fellowship of the joy of unity. I like how my former Bible college professor, Dave O’Brien, puts it: “Bad actions call for reclamation, not rejection. In this holy Body to which we belong, God doesn’t amputate, He heals…”
 Paul told those in the church at Corinth, “The punishment inflicted on him by the majority is sufficient for him.” That means we should not hold sin over a fellow believer’s head for the rest of his life.

Yet how many churches do just that? We take one sin from their past—probably one we haven’t dealt with ourselves—and hold it over them, rendering them unfit for service or at least not as spiritual as we are. We take a sadistic delight in reminding them of their shortcomings because, at least in our own eyes, it makes us look better by comparison. 

Is this how Christ wants His Church to act? Hardly. When an offending brother or sister is disciplined according to the Bible, and repents, then the church family must forgive and restore the member, and the matter must never brought up again.


Oh, how we need to hear this balanced approach today! We tend to either live in the extreme of opening the door to every sin imaginable or the other extreme of closing the door in the face of one who repents from sin. Michael Braun has written an excellent book entitled Second- Class Christians in which he writes, “There is no incident in the New Testament of a church-imposed sanction that remained in force throughout the life​time of a believer.”
 He adds,
In the New Testament the only permanent results ever sought by God’s people through the imposition of church discipline were complete repentance, reconciliation and restoration. In short, the church is not a penal institu​tion…. In God’s plan for society, the church was the original re​habilitation center. Scripture calls such rehabilitation re​demption, reconciliation, regeneration and sanctification. The church is to be concerned with restoration. When re​strictions arise from disciplinary responses within the church, all such restrictions imposed by church discipline are hoped to be temporary. They carry with them, as their primary concern, the sole intention of bringing every party to full repentance. We are not trying to create a group of second-class Christians.

What happens when a church does this? Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 2:10-11 that the church must forgive and restore the repentant brother “in order that Satan might not outwit us. For we are not unaware of his schemes.” When there is an unforgiving spirit in a congregation because sin has not been dealt with in a biblical manner, it gives Satan a “beachhead” from which he can operate in the congregation. We grieve the Holy Spirit and “give place to the devil” when we harbor an unforgiving spirit (Eph. 4:27–32).
  We actually play right into the devil’s hand when we withhold forgiveness to another. Satan is the “ac​cuser of the brethren” (Rev. 12:10); he likes nothing better than to remind the saints of their sins and make them miserable to the point of giv​ing up.

When we extend forgiveness, though, and restore the repentant brother back into the ranks, we both encourage him and send a message to the outside world that we are all about restoration. When we practice church discipline as commanded in the Scriptures, we show that we take both sin and forgiveness seriously. As Luis Palau concludes, 

Forgiveness brings a tremendous sense of cleansing and purity to the church. If Christians practiced the principles outlined in 1 and 2 Corinthians more often, think how illumined the church would be! Knowing the church would biblically discipline them, members would be more hesitant to give in to temptation. A healthy fear of God would fall upon the congregation—the fear of God that is the beginning of wisdom, and the lack of which is the beginning of immorality and corruption.

Best of all, we would discover that, like parents who discipline their children properly, church discipline is needed less and less as time goes on. And we would find ourselves not swinging back and forth like a pendulum from one extreme to the other, but living a balanced life somewhere in the middle of God’s love, grace, and holiness.
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