THE KEYS OF THE KINGDOM
Matthew 16:18-19; 18:18-20
	


Bring up the subject of church discipline and someone is likely to ask . . . “By whose

authority? What right does the church have to take such action?” Answer: The authority of the
local church over her members has been delegated to her by Jesus Christ.1 The biblical basis for
this comes primarily from two key texts in the Gospel of Matthew. The first is Matt 16:18-19:
And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall
not prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind
on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven
(italics mine).

The other text is Matt 18:18-20. Note that Jesus is still teaching about church discipline.
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. 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. For where two or three are
gathered in my name, there am I among them (italics mine).

	


In Matt 16, Jesus gives the authority of “the keys of the kingdom” to Peter. We’ll

interpret “the keys” in a moment. For now, note that Jesus gives them to Peter.2 The “you” (σοι)
is singular. But does Jesus give “the keys” to Peter alone? Based on other NT passages, we
____________________
1It is imperative to recognize that the church’s authority is derivative, not absolute. We are speaking about
!
an authority that has been delegated to the church by Christ to do his bidding. Marlin Jeschke asserts, “Strictly
speaking the church does not possess authority to discipline. It can only be an instrument of the authority of its
Lord.” Marlin Jeschke, Discipline the Brother (Scottdale, PA: Herald, 1972), 165.
2Ever since the Reformation, Protestants have objected to interpreting the phrase “on this rock” as referring
	

to Peter himself, preferring rather to see it as Peter’s confession. However, as D. A. Carson argues: “If it were not
for Protestant reactions against extreme Roman Catholic interpretation, it is doubtful whether many would have
taken ‘rock’ to be anything or anyone other than Peter.” D. A. Carson, “Matthew,” in The Expositor’s Bible
Commentary, rev. ed., eds. Tremper Longman III and David E. Garland (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2010), 418.
Moreover, Edmund Clowney asserts: “The confession cannot be separated from Peter, neither can Peter be separated
from his confession.” Edmund P. Clowney, The Church, Contours of Theology, ed. Gerald Bray (Downers Grove,
IL: IVP, 1995), 40. Likewise, Jonathan Leeman states: “Jesus builds the church on both Peter and his confession.”
Jonathan Leeman, The Church and the Surprising Offense of God’s Love: Reintroducing the Doctrines of Church
Membership and Discipline (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 179. Elsewhere Leeman states: “We might summarize
this by saying that Jesus means to build his church not on persons or on truths, but on persons (who) confessing the
right truths (what)—on confessors.” Jonathan Leeman, Don’t Fire Your Church Members: The Case for
Congregationalism (Nashville, TN: B&H Academic, 2016), 75.
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must conclude that Jesus authorized not just Peter (or even the Twelve) but the local church.3
This is apparent in Matt 18:18-20 where the “you” (ὑμῖν) is plural throughout the passage.
According to Jonathan Leeman:
This astounding authority given to Peter (and the other apostles) in chapter 16 appears to be
handed to the local church in chapter 18 in the context of church discipline. So whether the
authority belonged to Peter or to all twelve apostles, that authority is handed to every church.4

Incidentally, this has been the historic Baptist position. John Hammett notes:
In Matthew 18:15-17, the final decision for dismissing a member is not assigned to a bishop or
elders, but to the church. Historically, Baptists saw this as an exercise of authority given to the
church in the gift of the ‘keys of the kingdom’ (Matt. 16:19) and consistently identified the power
to discipline their members as one of the proper activities of a congregation.5

	


So what are “the keys of the kingdom” mentioned in Matt 16:19? Well, keys are used to

lock and unlock doors. Right? In this case, it has to do with the forgiveness of sins. Christ
authorizes the church to declare the penitent forgiven by God for Christ’s sake. Christ also
authorizes the church to withhold forgiveness from the impenitent.6 Both Matt 16:19 and Matt
18:18 support this. Jesus says, “Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and
whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” This is what Jesus has authorized the
church to do. But what does it mean to “bind” and “loose?” Thomas White explains it this way:
____________________
3Benjamin L. Merkle asserts: “The authority initially given to Peter and the other apostles is also given to
	

the church. Each local church is given the authority from Jesus.” Benjamin L. Merkle, “The Biblical Basis for
Church Membership,” in Those Who Must Give an Account: A Study of Church Membership and Church Discipline,
eds. John S. Hammett and Benjamin L. Merkle (Nashville, TN: B&H, 2012), 41.
	


4Leeman,

The Church and the Surprising Offense of God’s Love, 180-181.

5John S. Hammett, Biblical Foundations for Baptist Churches: A Contemporary Ecclesiology (Grand
	

Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2005), 75. Hammett further states: “Early Baptists had a robust confidence in the power and
competence of the church to govern its own affairs; that confidence was linked to the empowering presence of the
Spirit in the church” (Ibid., 147). For verification Hammett cites the London Confession of 1644: “Christ has
likewise given power to his whole Church to receive in and cast out, by way of Excommunication, any member; and
this power is given to every particular Congregation, and not one particular person, either member or Officer, but the
whole” (Ibid., 147-148).
6Stanton Norman declares: “Christ has given the church the necessary authority to restrict a sinful person
	

under a disciplinary process or to liberate a repentant believer from the process.”19 R. Stanton Norman, “The
Reestablishment of Proper Church Discipline,” in Restoring Integrity in Baptist Churches, eds. Thomas White,
Jason G. Duesing, and Malcolm B. Yarnell III (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2008), 200.
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The binding represents what continues to be held against an offender, and the loosing represents
what is forgiven. If an offender refuses to repent after the efforts of the church, then he will be
bound; however, if the offender truly repents, then he will be forgiven and loosed.7

I like the way John White and Ken Blue explain it: “To bind means to withhold fellowship, to
recognize formally the state of alienation which has come about. To loose means to forgive, to
open one’s arms wide to someone who is being reconciled.”8
	


Bible scholars agree that in Matt 18:18 “binding and loosing” refers to church discipline.

But some make a distinction between Matt 16:19 and Matt 18:18. They argue that Matt 16:19 is
not about church discipline, but rather is about granting sinners entrance into the kingdom upon
conversion.9 In other words, Matt 16:19 has to do with the front door (conversion) rather than
the back door (discipline). Theses scholars think the same applies to John 20:23: “If you forgive
the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you withhold forgiveness from any, it is withheld.”10

____________________
7Thomas White, “The Why, How, and When of Church Discipline,” in Baptist Foundations: Church
	

Government for an Anti-Institutional Age, eds. Mark Dever and Jonathan Leeman (Nashville, TN: B&H, 2015), 201.
8John White and Ken Blue, Healing the Wounded: The Costly Love of Church Discipline (Downers Grove,
	

IL: InterVarsity, 1985), 98. J. Carl Laney contends: “The power to ‘bind’ and ‘loose’ is essentially the authority to
administer corrective discipline in the local assembly of believers. The church exercises its authority to ‘loose’
when it forgives and restores a repentant sinner to full fellowship.” J. Carl Laney, A Guide to Church Discipline:
God’s Loving Plan for Restoring Believers to Fellowship with Himself and with the Body of Christ (Eugene, OR:
Wipf & Stock, 1985), 74.
9For example, Jonathan Leeman notes that “[John Calvin] distinguished between the key of Matthew
	

16:18-19 and John 20:23, which he said is the authority given to ministers to preach the gospel since the gospel
opens the doorway to heaven; and the key of Matthew 18:17-18, which he said is the authority given to the whole
church to excommunicate.” Jonathan Leeman, “A Congregational Approach to Unity, Holiness, and Apostolicity:
Faith and Order,” in Baptist Foundations: Church Government for an Anti-Institutional Age, eds. Mark Dever and
Jonathan Leeman (Nashville, TN: B&H, 2015), 349. Similarly, Mark Dever asserts: “In Matthew 16, Jesus
authorized the apostolic church to affirm or deny professions of faith (e.g., who is Jesus?), and in Matthew 18 Jesus
authorized the church to affirm or deny how such a profession is lived out (e.g., will a sinner repent?).” Mark Dever,
The Church: The Gospel Made Visible (Nashville, TN: B&H, 2012), 143.
10Regarding John 20:23, D. A. Carson writes: “To read this verse is to be reminded of Matthew 16:19;
	

18:18, and indeed many have argued that one saying stands behind all three passages. . . . [However], in the parallel
statements in Matthew, the context suggest church discipline; in this verse, where the context is the mission of
Jesus’ disciples (v. 21) and the Spirit who empowers them (v. 22), the focus is on evangelism.” D. A. Carson, The
Gospel According to John, in The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1991), 655.
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But not everyone agrees with this distinction. Some think that both passages have to do

with the practice of church discipline. This is the position I take. In my view, while each text
may have its particular emphasis (Matt 16:16 entrance and Matt 18:18 discipline), both texts
pertain to church discipline. I agree with Jonathan Leeman:
It’s hard to see how the idea of binding and loosing does not involve both entryway and the
maintaining of the church’s life. . . . One must believe the right things to get in, and one must
believe the right things to stay in. The same is true of Jesus’ reference to binding and loosing in
Matthew 18 in the context of church discipline—church discipline begins as an act of maintaining
the church’s life, but it culminates in the church’s exit door.11

Jesus gives the church authority to determine who to admit (conversion) and who to exclude
(discipline). According to John Hammett this is the predominate historic Baptist position:
Early Baptists believed Christ gave a gift of “church power” to congregations rightly
gathered. . . . Virtually every Baptist confession of faith mentions church discipline as one of the
proper exercises of this church power. This church power is specifically associated with Christ’s
words in Matthew 16:19 concerning “the keys of the kingdom” and the exercise of the power of
those keys in the “binding and loosing” mentioned in Matthew 18:18, which is the most cited text
in the discussion of church discipline. The gift of power Christ gave to the church was the gift of
the keys, whose power is used in the exercise of church discipline.12

	


Now, we’ve yet to examine vv 19-20. Jesus goes on to say: “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. For
where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them.” This passage is often
wrenched from it’s context. Inevitably, when only a handful of people turn out for the mid-week
prayer meeting, someone will quote this verse to boost moral. It’s also sometimes taken as a
promise that God will answer the general prayers of Christians.13 I suppose there’s no harm in
applying the passage in these ways. But what’s the context? Church discipline.
____________________
11Leeman, The Church and the Surprising Offense of God’s Love, 190. Leon Morris avers: “Good reasons
	

may be brought forward for holding that Jesus meant that the new community would exercise divinely given
authority both in regulating its internal affairs and in deciding who would be admitted to and who excluded from its
membership.” Leon Morris, The Gospel According to Matthew (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1992), 427.

	


12Hammett,

Biblical Foundations for Baptist Churches, 106.

13Carl Laney asserts: “The ‘anything that they may ask’ ought not be interpreted as a carte blanche. . . .
	

The promise . . . is that God will provide wisdom, guidance, and power for decision-making to the church that is
united in its prayers regarding matters of church discipline” (J. Carl Laney, A Guide to Church Discipline, 76).
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So what does this passage mean? Essentially it means this: Whenever the church

assembles to deal prayerfully with matters of church discipline, Jesus is present to guide her
through the entire process. And should the church decide to excommunicate an unrepentant
church member, she will be backed by Heaven itself. As Wyman Richardson puts it: “When she
speaks in harmony with Heaven, she speaks with the authority of Heaven.”14 Commenting on vv
19-20, Tom Schreiner remarks:
His major aim is to grant assurance and confidence to the church so that believers can be
convinced they are doing the will of God in enforcing church discipline. Naturally there is no
carte blanche authority so that the church is guaranteed of carrying out God’s will no matter what
they do, as if any arbitrary and capricious action is permissible. Still, v. 18 emphasizes that the
church can have assurance that what it does on earth represents the will of God.15
	


	


It’s imperative that we understand this: The church’s authority is not absolute. It’s

judgments regarding church discipline are not infallible. As Gregg Allison declares:
When the church in accordance with the Word of God exercises discipline, it comes with divine
sanction; but the church, still a sinful assembly in the midst of sinful reality, may not get its
discipline right. The definitive announcement of divine judgment belongs to Jesus Christ alone
who, at his return, will make an infallible pronouncement. In anticipation of that verdict, the
church exercises discipline against its sinful members and sinful situations.16

	


The church has gotten it wrong before. The church today that seeks to recover church

discipline may still get it wrong on occasion. This should cause us to tremble, but it should not
cause us to abandon the practice. As we’ve stressed numerous times already, Christ commands
us to do it. And as we’ve seen today, Christ authorizes us to do it and He promises to be with us
when we do it.
____________________
14Richardson, Walking Together, 29. Carl Laney asserts: “Jesus is saying to His disciples that when they
	

exercise church discipline—correcting sinners and forgiving the repentant—such decisions will reflect the will of
God in heaven” (J. Carl Laney, A Guide to Church Discipline, 75). Likewise, J. R. Mantey claims: “The church may
be so led by the Spirit of Christ in her midst (cf. 18:20) that the church’s decisions reflect the very will of God in
heaven. This is not a case of the church merely ratifying God’s decision. Rather, the church in union with Christ,
her head, makes decisions which are in fact the will of God.” Julius Robert Mantey, “Distorted Translations in John
20:23; Matthew 16:18-19 and 18:18,” Review and Expositor 78 (Summer 1981): 415.
15Thomas R. Schreiner, “The Biblical Basis for Church Discipline,” in Those Who Must Give an Account: A
	

Study of Church Membership and Church Discipline, eds. John S. Hammett and Benjamin L. Merkle (Nashville,
TN: B&H, 2012), 109-110.

	


16Allison,

Sojourners and Strangers, 181-182.
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Now, before we conclude, let me give you two points by way of application.

	


(1) With the promise comes assurance.

	


It’s encouraging to know that, whenever we administer church discipline properly, Christ

promises to be present to guide us through the process. He will not abandon us. We don’t have
to “go it alone.” In fact, Christ stands with us, in our very midst, backing the decisions we make
“in His name.”17 Consequently, we’re privileged to experience His manifest presence in the life
of our church. His favor rests upon us.
	


Of course, the flip side of this begs the question: If we have abandoned church discipline,

does Christ dwell in our midst?18 Recall the quote in the first sermon by John L. Dagg: “When
discipline leaves a church, Christ goes with it.”19 Jay Adams asks:
If your church congregation hesitates to obey Christ in using church discipline: Can you really do
without it? The message of verses 18-20 is that you cannot, because you cannot afford to do
without Christ in the midst of your troubles.20

This leads right into the second point of application:
	


(1) With authority comes responsibility.

	


First, we have the responsibility to act when church discipline is required. But for

whatever reason, many (most?) churches today are shirking their responsibility.21 Beloved, are
you aware of your responsibilities as a congregation? I agree with Mark Dever who writes:
____________________
17Carl Laney notes: “In the biblical period, because a person’s name represented his character or attributes,
	

his name stood for his total person, for whatever authority was his. Biblically, therefore, to take action ‘in the name
of’ someone is to act on his behalf and on his authority” (J. Carl Laney, A Guide to Church Discipline, 77).
18Jay Adams declares: “Jesus promises to work in the disciplinary process and makes no such promise to be
	

present and working where discipline is ignored. This is both a great encouragement and a warning. It encourages
those who do practice discipline, and it confronts . . . those who don’t. Indeed, it may well be that many of our
churches are weak and have lost their impact because they have failed to exercise the process by which Christ has
determined to be present, blessing His church.” Jay E. Adams, A Handbook on Church Discipline (Grand Rapids,
MI: Zondervan, 1986), 112-113.
	

	

	

19
	

John L. Dagg, A Treatise on Church Order (Charleston: Southern Baptist Publication Society, 1858), 274.

	


20Adams,

A Handbook on Church Discipline, 116.

21With authority also comes privilege. White and Blue opine the fact that most evangelical churches today
	

have forgotten this: “The powers of the kingdom are about us. They are committed to us and we largely ignore
them. The church suffers in consequence from a debilitating spiritual anemia” (Healing the Wounded, 97).
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The fundamental responsibility under God for the maintenance of all aspects of public worship of
God belongs to the congregation. Whether settling disputes between Christians (Matt 18:15-17;
Acts 6:1-5), establishing correct doctrine (Gal 1:8; 2 Tim 4:3), or admitting and excluding
members (2 Cor 2:6-8; 1 Cor 5:1-13), the local congregation has the duty and obligation to
promote the continuance of a faithful gospel witness.22

	


Dear Church family, I pray that you are aware of your responsibility before Almighty

God in this matter. David Garland warns: “The church is responsible for keeping its own moral
house in order, and God will hold them accountable for it.”23 When church discipline is needed,
you as a congregation have the responsibility to act and do act properly. The danger of abuse is
always real. Consequently, you must have a proper understanding of what biblical church
discipline is. That’s why we’re take the time to study this topic carefully. You should expect
your leaders to have a thorough knowledge of the subject and to be prepared to lead the church in
the proper administration of discipline if/when called for. And finally, because you have been
authorized to exercise church discipline “in His name,” you must represent Him well. That
means you must administer discipline lovingly, gently, and with restoration in view. In so doing,
Christ will be honored in our midst. Our church will be healthy and stable. We’ll provide a
strong witness for Christ in our community. And God’s favor will rest upon us.
	


May it be so. Amen.

____________________
22Dever, The Church, 47. Marlin Jeschke is correct when he writes: “Is the authority to discipline the
	

prerogative of the ministers or is it vested in the whole church as such? . . . The church is the body of Christ, not the
body of the ministers. Accordingly church discipline should never be permitted to degenerate into discipline of the
laity by the clergy. It is discipline of members by the body under the authority of Christ. . . . The action is
ultimately congregational action under Christ, not the action of a minister in independence of the congregation. The
reason is that the church as such, the whole people of God, stands under the authority of Christ and is His agent in
the task of discipline—as it is also the task of missionary proclamation” (Discipline the Brother, 178-180).
Likewise, Charles Hodge maintains: “It is a right inherent in every society, and necessary for its existence, to judge
of the qualification of its own members; to receive those whom it judges worthy, and to exclude the unworthy. This
right is here clearly recognized as belonging to the church. . . . The bishop or pastor was not reproved for neglect of
discipline; but the church itself, in its organized capacity.” Charles Hodge, A Commentary on 1&2 Corinthians,
Geneva Series Commentary (Carlisle, PA: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1857), 83 (italics mine). Thabiti Anyabwile
declares: “It is the basic responsibility and privilege of every church member to help sustain the discipline of the
local church,” and therefore the, “final and decisive action,” is to be carried out, “by the congregation.” Thabiti M.
Anyabwile, What Is a Healthy Church Member? (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2008), 80. Finally, Stanton Norman
asserts: “Church discipline is the prerogative and responsibility of the corporate body. The final act of
excommunication is a corporate act of the congregation” (“The Reestablishment of Proper Church Discipline,” 217).
23David E. Garland, 1 Corinthians, in Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids,
	

MI: Baker Academic, 2003), 190.

