
 
Sermon Series: A Separated Life 

Sermon Title: Holiness and Discipline 
 

Text: Matthew 18:15-20 -- "If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his 
fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your 
brother.  16 But if he does not listen, 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, tell it to the church. And if he refuses to listen 
even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.  18 Truly, I 
say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever 
you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.  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.  20 For where two or three are gathered in my name, there 
am I among them."  
 
On July 24, 2013, a train carrying 218 people in eight carriages derailed in 
northwestern Spain, killing 79 people and hospitalizing another 66. Shortly after 
the wreck, the driver, Francisco Jose Garzon, told officials, "I can't explain it. I still 
don't understand how I didn't see …. I just don't know." He said the journey was 
"going fine" until the train hit a curve. At that point Garzon said to himself, "Oh 
my …, the curve, the curve, the curve. I won't make it." Despite Garzon’s initial 
confusion and surprise, there is a simple explanation for the crash. Video footage 
revealed that the train was going as fast as 119 mph before it hit the deadly 
curve. That's more than twice the speed limit for that section of the track. So, it 
wasn't just the speed that caused the accident. It was the combination of the 
speed and the location of the train on the track (heading into a tight curve). The 
train was designed to reach speeds of over 130 mph. But Garzon, who was a 30-
year employee of Spain's national rail company, simply ignored the boundaries in 
which those high speeds were to be used. The results were devastating. TRAINS 
ARE NOT THE ONLY THINGS THAT REQUIRE TRACKS TO RUN SAFELY AND WELL. 
HUMAN BEINGS DO AS WELL. We need to be trained to run within the God-given 
parameters found in His Word because they are the pathway to the best possible 
life.  
 
How do human beings learn about these healthy boundaries found in the Bible? 
It involves a unique partnership between parents and the local church. Together 
they are called to teach what is good and reprimand what isn’t.   



 
This morning, in our seventh message in the series A Separated Life, I want to 
look at what the Bible has to say about HOW mature believers help immature 
believers learn to live separated lives for God’s glory through the ministry of 
DISCIPLINE. In the Scriptures the word is used to speak of reproving someone in 
an effort to instruct in the ways of the Lord. This is needed because we all come 
into the world with a rebellious spirit that makes us pretty thick-headed and in 
need of more than just a warning from Scripture to keep us from derailing in life. 
In fact, even when we repent of our sin and turn in faith to Christ, there still 
remains a need for discipline because of our ongoing struggle with rebellion. Note 
that Paul tells us to put to death whatever belongs to our earthly nature: sexual 
immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry – Colossians 
3:5-6. His point is that even though Christians have been saved from the penalty 
of sin, we still have to overcome the power of sin which is now possible by 
walking in the Spirit. 
 
God has provided two authorities as instruments of discipline to help us be holy. 
FIRST, the Apostle Paul tells FATHERS in Ephesians 6:4 to “bring their children up 
in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.” Here are three thoughts related to 
this verse: (1) This command was given to fathers because they had ultimate 
authority over the other members of their families in the first century according 
to Roman law. Today, parents raise their children together so it is appropriate to 
apply this verse to fathers and mothers. (2) As for the words “discipline and 
instruction,” they are close in meaning. The first refers to educating or training 
our children through the use of disciplinary action. The second means to call 
attention to bad behavior through a rebuke or warning. When you take them 
together, the message to parents is that we are called to teach our children to do 
what is right by correcting wrong behavior through disciplinary action. How 
important is this kind of instruction? Listen to what the Bible says about it: 
Proverbs 22:15 -- Foolishness is bound up in the heart of a child; The rod of 
discipline will remove it far from him; Proverbs 29:17 -- Discipline your son, and 
he will give you peace; he will bring delight to your soul; Proverbs 13:24 -- He 
who spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is careful to discipline 
him. There are other verses I could share with you, but I think I’ve made my point. 
(3) God is our Heavenly Father which makes us a part of His family. And He also 
disciplines us for our benefit -- Psalm 94:12-13 -- Blessed is the man you 



discipline, O Lord, the man you teach from your law; 13 you grant him relief 
from days of trouble.  
 
The second source of discipline is the LOCAL CHURCH. That’s what our text for 
this morning in Matthew 18:15-20 is talking about. When the sin of one 
unrepentant believer affects the spiritual well-being of another, God has 
designed a way to restore holiness to the body through the process outlined in 
these verses. Now I invite you now to turn in your Bibles to this text and let's 
discover what God says about THE PURPOSE, PROCESS, PRACTICE AND PRODUCT 
OF CHURCH DISCIPLINE. 
 
The Purpose of Church Discipline. Just as wise parents discipline their children 
(See Proverbs 13:24) and God disciplines those whom He loves (Hebrews 12:6 – 
Whom the Lord loves He chastens and scourges every son whom He receives), 
so the church is called to discipline its members. There are at least four good 
reasons for us to do so.  
• It results in reconciliation. The word 'reconcile' means to change the 

condition of a relationship from one of conflict to one of fellowship. This 
happens as we remove the barriers to peace and unity. When a person sins 
against another believer, not only has their friendship been affected and a 
barrier erected between them, but the same is true of the offender's 
relationship with God (Isaiah 59:2 -- … your iniquities have made a separation 
between you and your God, and your sins have hidden his face from you so 
that he does not hear). Both relationships can be restored when sin, which 
was previously hidden, is brought into the light, confessed and forgiven.   

• It results in repentance. Discipline is always intended to improve one's 
character (Hebrews 12:10 -- God disciplines us for our good, that we may 
share his holiness). This is exactly what happened to the man who was living 
an immoral lifestyle in the church at Corinth (See 1 Corinthians 5:1, 12-13; 2 
Corinthians 2:5-8). He stopped walking in the flesh and renewed his 
commitment to follow after Christ. 

• It protects the body from infectious sin. When conflict is not resolved quickly, 
it is common that it will spread to others. The writer of Hebrews understood 
this (Hebrews 12:15 -- See to it that no one fails to obtain the grace of God; 
that no "root of bitterness" springs up and causes trouble, and by it many 
become defiled). The Apostle Paul agrees, warning that a little leaven, leavens 
the whole lump (See 1 Corinthians 5:6).  



• It protects the reputation of Christ. When a church member continues to sin 
in a way that is evident to others, God is dishonored (Romans 2:21-23 -- … you 
then who teach others, do you not teach yourself? While you preach against 
stealing, do you steal? 22 You who say that one must not commit adultery, 
do you commit adultery? You who abhor idols, do you rob temples? 23 You 
who boast in the law dishonor God by breaking the law).   

In March of 2002, six Catholic priests, including one bishop were arrested and 
charged with sexual abuse in the Diocese of Santa Rosa, CA. One hundred forty 
thousand Catholics and more than a 100 clergy live in this diocese, most of them 
in Sonoma County. Obviously, the sin of a few did not do much to advance the 
cause of the many. Sister Jane Kelly who blew the whistle on these men says that 
for 27 years she watched the cases pile up, and the local diocese circle the 
wagons. She had been speaking out for most of that time and was usually 
ignored. When she could take it no longer, she wrote a book, "Taught to Believe 
the Unbelievable" detailing the sins of the clergy. Said Sister Jane, "We've taken 
Peter's Rock and turned it over and oh my..., what do we find? People are rising 
up and not saying the “yeses” any longer and they are demanding answers, and 
they are demanding accountability and responsibility. And the Church will never 
be the same." I would add, "...neither will the reputation of Christ in Santa Rosa, 
CA." Why? Because the church made an attempt to hide sin rather than bring it to 
the light and deal with it. 

The Process of Church Discipline. The ideal situation for believers is to be actively 
involved in each other's lives so that at the first clear evidence of sin a gentle 
admonition can restore the offender (Galatians 6:1 -- Brothers, if anyone is 
caught in any transgression, you who are spiritual should restore him in a spirit 
of gentleness). If this were to happen more regularly, very little church discipline 
would have to be carried out. The problem is that many Christians only attend 
worship services and have little else to do with the body of Christ. Many do this 
because they don't want Christians to be peering into their lives. But look we 
must! And when it is necessary that discipline be applied, God has designed a 
process for it. Before we look at the steps here at two principles to consider. (1) 
Knowledge of the sin should always be kept to the smallest group possible and (2) 
discipline should increase in strength until there is repentance.  
• Step 1: The person who has been wronged should go to the offending party 

(Matthew 18:15 -- If your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault, 
between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you have gained your 



brother). If the sin is confessed and the relationship is reconciled, the process 
ends here. If not... 

• Step 2: The person who has been wronged goes a second time to the 
offending party, but with one or two witnesses (Matthew 18:16 -- But if he 
does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every charge 
may be established by the evidence of two or three witnesses) who will 
confirm everything that was said and done. The next step is only taken if 
confession, repentance and reconciliation still has not occurred.  

• Step 3: The person who has been wronged is to take his or her case to the 
church (Matthew 18:17a -- If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the 
church). Here at River Ridge, we believe this refers to the elders who are 
charged with the responsibility to shepherd the flock (See 1 Peter 5:2). If the 
elders agree with the offended party, then it is their task to seek confession, 
repentance and reconciliation between the two parties. Only when these 
three steps have failed to produced a godly outcome is the next step taken.  

• Step 4: The rest of the church is to be notified and the offending party is to be 
treated as an unbeliever (Matthew 18:17b-20 -- And if he refuses to listen 
even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.  18 
Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and 
whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.  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.  20 For where two or three are gathered in my 
name, there am I among them”). This includes denying the opportunity to 
worship with the body and anything else associated with this gathering (i.e., 
communion etc.). The Lord finishes this part of His teaching by assuring the 
disciples that they act with no less authority than that given to them by God 
Himself. What they bind on earth or loose on earth will be likewise done in 
heaven. 

• Step 5: The final step is to restore the person if and when true repentance has 
occurred. Because we have so many congregations that are disconnected from 
one another, it is possible and even likely, that individuals who have been 
disciplined in one church can simply hide in another. You need to know that if 
we discover that someone is being disciplined by another congregation, we 
will cooperate in the process.  

 
The Practice of Church Discipline. Any discussion of this topic, must ask the 
question, "For what sins do we apply church discipline?" If someone places too 



much importance on food (i.e., gluttony -- See Hebrews 12:16) or plays too many 
video games (i.e., the inappropriate use of time -- See Ephesians 5:15-16 NASV) 
should we take them through the process? What about if someone engages in an 
extramarital affair (i.e., adultery -- See Exodus 20:14) or cheats on his income tax 
(i.e., failing to submit to God-ordained authorities -- See Romans 13:1)? The 
Bible doesn't provide a single list of sins which are to be subject to church 
discipline. If we're going to correctly apply this important teaching, we have to 
survey God's instructions for the church found throughout the New Testament. 
When we do, we find that we're told to break fellowship with those who are: (1) 
DIVISIVE - Romans 16:17 -- I appeal to you, brothers, to watch out for those who 
cause divisions and create obstacles contrary to the doctrine that you have been 
taught; avoid (shun) them; (2) SEXUALLY IMMORAL, GREEDY, IDOLATROUS, 
ABUSIVE, GIVEN TO DRUNKENNESS, BLACKMAILERS - 1 Corinthians 5:11 -- 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; (3) LAZY AND REFUSE 
TO WORK - 2 Thessalonians 3:6 -- Now we command you, brothers, in the name 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep away from any brother who is walking in 
idleness and not in accord with the tradition that you received from us; (4) 
TEACHING HERETICAL DOCTRINE - 2 John 10-11 -- If anyone comes to you and 
does not bring this teaching, do not receive him into your house or give him any 
greeting, 11 for whoever greets him takes part in his wicked works. It seems to 
me that all of these offenses have at least two things in common as we have 
noted previously. First, they are ongoing, public sins that bring reproach to the 
church, and far worse, to the reputation of Christ. Second, they are the kind of 
sins that can easily spread to others. If we want to be a holy church, then we have 
no choice but to follow the principles that God has given us to bring it about. One 
of the most important and neglected of these is church discipline.  
 
The Product of Church Discipline.  
• The believer will know he’s a child of God (Hebrews 12:6 -- For the Lord 

disciplines the one he loves, and chastises every son whom he receives). 
• The believer who repents will experience the peaceful fruit of righteousness 

(Hebrews 12:11 -- 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). Peace is not found in the absence of trials, but in 



the presence of the Lord. Discipline is a tool that God uses to get us to this 
place. 

 
Conclusion:  The Christian life is compared to a race that we are all running 
together (See Hebrews 12:1). The winners are not those who finish first, but 
those who finish at all. Part of our responsibility as followers of Christ is to come 
alongside of those who have stumbled in this race, pick them up and help them 
finish. I have only been involved in disciplining a few believers. I have never found 
it to be an enjoyable experience. The truth is that it is usually somewhat messy 
and always emotionally taxing. But if believers don't take the initiative to help 
restore a brother or sister who is living in sin and ruining the reputation of Christ, 
who will?  There is an old fairy tale about a wicked witch who lived in a remote 
cottage in the deep forest who offered a meal and a bed to weary travelers. It 
was the most wonderfully comfortable bed any of them had ever felt. But it was 
a bed full of deep magic, and if you were asleep in it when the sun came up you 
would turn to stone. Then you became a figure in the witch’s statuary, trapped 
until the end of time. The witch forced a young girl to serve her, and though she 
had no power to resist the witch, the girl had become more and more filled with 
pity for her victims. One day a naïve young man came looking for bed and board 
and was taken in. The servant girl could not bear to see him turned to stone. So, 
she threw sticks, stones, and thistles into his bed. It made it horribly 
uncomfortable. Every time he turned he felt a new painful object under him. 
Though he cast each one out, there was always a new one to dig into his flesh. He 
slept only fitfully and rose feeling weary and worn, long before dawn. As he 
walked out the front door, the servant girl met him, and he berated her cruelly. 
“How could you give a traveler such a terrible bed full of sticks and stones?” He 
cried and went on his way. “Ah,” she said under her breath, “the misery you 
know now is nothing like the infinitely greater misery a comfortable sleep would 
have brought upon you! Those were my sticks and stones of love.” That’s a good 
description of properly applied discipline. It’s a way of saying, “I know you’re not 
going to like this, but I’m only doing it because I know your life will be better for 
it.” 
 


