JUDGING THOSE ON THE INSIDE
1 Corinthians 5:1-13
	


Last time we learned that Jesus did not condemn all judging. There’s a time not to judge.

But there’s also a time to judge (Matt 7:1-6). As we would expect, the Apostle Paul taught the
same truth in 1 Corinthians 5. Here Paul uses the very word “judge” in the context of church
discipline. Our approach today will simply be to walk exegetically through the text.
	


I. The situation (vv 1-2b):
It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of a kind that is not
tolerated even among pagans, for a man has his father's wife. And you are arrogant! Ought you
not rather to mourn?

	


A man in the church was having a sexual relationship with “his father’s wife” (v 1). Was

the father deceased, divorced, or still married to his wife? We aren’t told. What we do know is
this: The church was “arrogant” (KJV reads “puffed up”) when they should have grieved (v 2).
In v 6a Paul says, “Your boasting is not good.” This seems to imply that the Corinthians actually
“approved” of this man’s sin.1 Like many churches in America today, they prided themselves on
being a “tolerant” and “inclusive” church. Paul’s response to this “arrogance” was to rebuke
them (v 2a)! Gordon Fee comments: “Whatever the relationship of their pride to the incest, it
has blinded them both to the fallen brother’s true condition and to their own.”2 And C. K. Barrett
declares: “A church exposed to corruption would do well to sing in a lower key.”3
____________________	

1Eric Bargerhuff surmises: “The church’s toleration for and even approval of sexual immorality in its midst
	

was despicable. It made a mockery of the gospel of God’s grace, publicly shamed the name of Christ, and brought
reproach to the church. Rather than bring the church grief, it became their source of boasting and pride, an abuse of
their freedom in Christ.” Eric J. Bargerhuff, Love That Rescues: God’s Fatherly Love in the Practice of Church
Discipline (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2010), 161. However, David Garland offers another perspective: “[Paul] has
in mind the Corinthians’ proclivity to exalt themselves over others and does not imply that they were boasting about
this particular sin.” David E. Garland, 1 Corinthians, in Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2003), 178.
2Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, in New International Commentary of the New
	

Testament, ed. Gordon Fee (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1987), 202.
3C. K. Barrett, A Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians, HNTC (New York, NY: Harper &
	

Row, 1968), 127.
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The situation at Corinth was “of a kind that is not tolerated even among pagans” (v 1).

The time for judging was overdue! But not every situation is so conclusive. So we do well to
ask: What sins warrant church discipline? Scripture doesn’t give us an exhaustive list of sins
that warrant church discipline. But Scripture does guide us. As I was researching material for
my dissertation, I kept this question in mind. Stanton Norman provides a very concise answer to
this question. It’s one of the best answers I’ve come across. He writes:
Sins that are public in nature and that impact the entire congregation are the offenses that merit
the disciplinary action of the church. . . . These include: (1) divisions and factions that destroy
Christian unity and fellowship, (2) moral and ethical deviations that violate purity and holiness of
life, and (3) false doctrines that reject the essential tenets of the Christian faith.4

	


Obviously, the situation in Corinth falls under the second of Norman’s categories. The

time for judging is overdue, so Paul calls for it.
	


II. First call for judging (vv 2c-5):
Let him who has done this be removed from among you. For though absent in body, I am present
in spirit; and as if present, I have already pronounced judgment on the one who did such a thing.
When you are assembled in the name of the Lord Jesus and my spirit is present, with the power of
our Lord Jesus, you are to deliver this man to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, so that his
spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord.

	


Paul obviously commands the church to excommunicate the sinful man. Question: Why

doesn’t Paul advise the church to follow the four-step process Jesus gives us in Matt 18:15-17?
Because the sin is already public knowledge. In Matt 18 Jesus instructs on how to deal with sin
that is not widely known in the church. Here in 1 Cor 5 the sin and the guilty man’s impenitence
were already public knowledge. Thomas White remarks: “The gross public nature of the sin
demanded swift and public response to protect the honor of God and the witness of the church.”5
Consequently, Paul commands the Corinthians to put the man out of the church!
	


Verse 3 says, “For though absent in body, I am present in spirit; and as if present, I have

already pronounced judgment on the one who did such a thing.” In what sense was Paul “present
____________________ 	


	


4R.

	

Stanton Norman, “The Reestablishment of Proper Church Discipline,” in Restoring Integrity in Baptist
Churches, ed. Thomas White, Jason G. Duesing, and Malcolm B. Yarnell III (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2008), 209.
For more on this important question see below Appendix 1: What Sins Warrant Church Discipline?.
5Thomas 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), 215.
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in spirit”? He doesn’t say. Anthony Thiselton understands Paul to be saying: “He is a personal
participant in the action through the work of the Holy Spirit.”6
	


Also, in v 3 Paul says he has “already pronounced judgment” on the man and in vv 4-5 he

commands the church to do likewise. Note two things in particular about this command.
	


First, Paul calls upon the entire church to judge the man. Recall that Jesus gave the

entire congregation authority to carry out church discipline (Matt 16:19; 18:18). It’s crucial that
we understand this. Commenting on vv 2c-5 Charles Hodge:
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. It is also clear from this passage that
this right belongs to each particular church or congregation. The power was vested in the church
of Corinth, and not in some officer presiding over that church. The bishop or pastor was not
reproved for neglect of discipline; but the church itself, in its organized capacity.7

	


Note also in v 4 that, when the church assembles “in the name of the Lord Jesus” to

make such a judgment they do so “with the power of our Lord Jesus.” This calls to mind Matt
18:20: “For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them.” According to
David Garland: “Assembling together puts them in the sphere of the Lord, which bestows on
them the power to hand this man over to Satan.”8
____________________
6Anthony C. Thiselton, 1 Corinthians: A Shorter Exegetical and Pastoral Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI:
	

Eerdmans, 2006), 85. Tom Schreiner holds that, “Paul refers to his human spirit, but the emphasis is on the Holy
Spirit.” Thomas 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), 114. According to David Garland: “He [Paul] stresses that his physical absence does not curtail
his authority over them as their founder and father. He is present with them . . . but he does not explain how. It is
more than simply being with them in his thoughts. He explains in 6:17 that those united to Christ become one spirit
with him. This fundamental idea may be the basis of how his spirit . . . can be present with them. United to Christ
in spirit, he is present with them through Christ’s presence” (1 Corinthians, 165).
7Charles Hodge, A Commentary on 1&2 Corinthians, Geneva Series Commentary (Carlisle, PA: The
	

Banner of Truth Trust, 1857), 83 (italics mine). Moreover, 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. Likewise, Stanton Norman maintains: “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).

	


8Garland,

1 Corinthians, 167.
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Second, the purpose of this “judging” is remedial in nature, not punitive. By having this

man excommunicated, Paul hopes “his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord” (v 5b). James
Garrett declares: “Excommunication . . . is designed to prevent ‘eternal excommunication.’”9
However, to achieve this they must “deliver this man to Satan” (v 5a). Paul writes something
similar in 1 Tim 1:20 regarding “Hymenaeus and Alexander” whom he “handed over to Satan
that they may learn not to blaspheme.” Tom Schreiner asserts: “Delivering the man to Satan
means that he is removed from the sphere of salvation and that he resides in Satan’s sphere.”10
	


Paul says, you are to deliver this man to Satan for “the destruction of the flesh” (v 5).

Some thinks this refers to a curse leading to physical death. That seems unlikely.11 Paul
obviously has the man’s repentance and restoration in view. As Eric Bargerhuff observes: “The
purpose or goal seems to be the removal of the man’s carnality so that he may experience
salvation from sin.”12 Consequently, this probably refers to some kind of bodily affliction
caused by Satan to bring the man to his knees.
____________________
	


9James

Leo Garrett, Jr., Baptist Church Discipline, rev. ed. (Nashville, TN: Broadman, 1962; Paris, AR:
The Baptist Standard Bearer, n.d.), 12.
	

10Schreiner, “The Biblical Basis for Church Discipline,” 116. According to Jonathan Leeman, “To hand
	

this man over to Satan is to treat him, in Jesus’s words, like a pagan or tax collector; it’s to treat him as someone
who no longer belongs to the covenant community.” Jonathan Leeman, Church Discipline: How the Church
Protects the Name of Jesus (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 31. Likewise, Charles Hodge attests: “To cast a man
out of the church, was to cast him from the kingdom of Christ into the kingdom of Satan” (A Commentary on 1&2
Corinthians, 85). Moreover, Marlin Jeschke writes: “This act is not regarded as merely a severance of external
membership, while leaving the man’s spiritual relationship with Christ untouched. It is a matter of the most awful
meaning—nothing less than delivering him to Satan. . . . To be in the Church’s fellowship was to be in Christ, and
to be cast out of it was to be delivered over to Satan” (Discipline the Brother, 175).
11Anthony Thiselton asks: “If this denotes death, how does this sentence aim at the offender’s final
	

salvation? This would assume that Paul refers to some postmortal period for repentance” (1 Corinthians, 85).
Gordon Fee concurs: “With some degree of confidence . . . we may put aside the idea that Paul intended that the man
should die. . . . The intent of this action, therefore, is the man’s salvation. He is not being ‘turned over to Satan for
destruction,’ an idea that is quite foreign to Paul and the rest of the NT, but is being excluded from the Christian
community with its life in the Spirit. The inevitable consequence is that he is back out in Satan’s domain, where,
Paul hopes, his ‘flesh’ may be destroyed so that he may be saved on the Day of the Lord” (The First Epistle to the
Corinthians, 212-213).
12Bargerhuff, Love That Rescues, 163. Anthony Thiselton agrees: “Paul envisages that the offender, bereft
	

of the approval and support of the community, will find his self-sufficiency and self-reliance eroded until he comes
to reach a change of heart” (1 Corinthians, 85).
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III. The appeal to the Old Testament (vv 6-8):
Your boasting is not good. Do you not know that a little leaven leavens the whole lump? Cleanse
out the old leaven that you may be a new lump, as you really are unleavened. For Christ, our
Passover lamb, has been sacrificed. Let us therefore celebrate the festival, not with the old
leaven, the leaven of malice and evil, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.

	


Here Paul draws upon Exod 12:15-20; 13:6-7. In the Bible, leaven often represents sin.

Before Israel celebrated the feast of Unleavened Bread, they were to remove all traces of leaven
from their homes. Drawing from this analogy, Paul tells the church to remove the leaven (sin)
from their midst, lest it permeate the entire congregation and thoroughly contaminate them.13
Paul warns the Corinthians about being passive towards flagrant sin in their midst lest other
members get the wrong impression. In other words, flagrant sin left unchecked will only
encourage others to sin flagrantly.14 Paul’s remedy for this is to remove the leaven.15
	


In v 7 Paul says, “Cleanse out the old leaven that you may be a new lump, as you really

are unleavened. For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed.” Paul’s concern is for
purity, not perfection. As the Corinthians remove the leaven from their midst they will become a
new batch, so to speak—a pure community. Yet Paul says, “you really are unleavened” (v 7a).
Is Paul contradicting himself?16 No, Paul is saying this: “Your toleration of this man’s sin
____________________
13Gordon Fee remarks: “In the NT leaven became a symbol of the process by which an evil spreads
	

insidiously in a community until the whole has been infected by it (cf. Mark 8:15). So it was in Corinth. Their
problem was that they were not taking this matter seriously, either the evil itself or their danger of being thoroughly
contaminated by it” (The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 216).
14As Norman observes: “The sinful effects of the undisciplined may well spread to others who are aware of
	

the problem and know that the church did nothing about it. Such neglect on the part of the church could cause some
within the fellowship to think that sin is not as bad as they thought, thereby tempting them to commit similar kinds
of sin” (“The Reestablishment of Proper Church Discipline,” 207).
15Allison asserts: “This spread of sin can be checked through church discipline, as excommunication
	

removes the sinful member and deters others from following course” (Sojourners and Strangers, 191).
16Schreiner explains: “He bases this statement on the great Passover sacrifice of Christ. Christ has been
	

sacrificed as the Passover offering. Just as the Passover and the Feast of Unleavened Bread are closely intertwined
in the OT (Exodus 12-13), so too here. Christians have been delivered from the power and dominion of sin by virtue
of the death of Christ. In Christ, therefore, the Corinthians were already unleavened.” Nevertheless, Schreiner
continues: “The Corinthians were called upon, as OT Israel was (Exod 12:14), to “observe the feast” (1 Cor 5:8)
[since] to tolerate the man committing incest would contradict their calling as believers and compromise the purity
of the church” (“The Biblical Basis for Church Discipline,” 122).
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contradicts your identity in Christ and compromises your purity as a church.” Richard Pratt
remarks: “Paul’s command might be summarized, ‘You are pure, so start acting like it.’”17
	


IV. Second call for judging (vv 9-13):
I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people—not at all meaning the
sexually immoral of this world, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters, since then you would
need to go out of the world. 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 (vv 9-11).

	


The Corinthians had misunderstood Paul to say that they should separate from

unbelievers. In these verses Paul says, “Nope, if that were true ‘you would need to go out of the
world’” (v10), that is, “retreat from the world” (or maybe he’s saying, “You’d have to die and go
to heaven”). Whatever he meant, Paul was not telling them to separate from unbelievers.
	


What Paul said was this: “You are ‘not to associate with sexually immoral people’ who

profess to be Christians.” Anyone who is given over to the vices listed in v 11 (not exhaustive) is
not to be recognized as a Christian.18 But what does Paul mean by the phrase “not to associate
with”?19 Does Paul have in mind social interactions, church events, or both? Whatever the case,
they were not to give such people the impression that all is well—because it certainly wasn’t!
____________________
17Richard L. Pratt, Jr., I &II Corinthians, Holman New Testament Commentary, ed. Max Anders (Nashville,
	

TN: B&H, 2000), 76.
18Charles Hodge declares: “A man in professing to be a Christian professes to renounce all these sins; if he
	

does not act consistently with his profession, he is not to be recognized as a Christian” (A Commentary on 1&2
Corinthians, 90).
19Commenting on this phrase, Gordon Fee writes: “At first blush this sounds a bit harsh, and one might well
	

understand why the Corinthians had trouble with it. The key, however, lies in the verb “to associate with” and Paul’s
previous use of it in 2 Thess. 3:14 with regard to the idlers/busybodies. The verb literally means to “mix up
together”; in the context of social intercourse it means to “mingle with,” or “associate with” in a close way. In 2
Thessalonians this prohibition occurs only as a last resort; that is, if the idlers/busybodies do not give heed to what is
now a second warning (cf. 2 Thess. 4:11-12; 5:14), they are to be shunned in terms of close fellowship in the
believing community. But even so, he adds, they are not to be treated as enemies, but as brothers. Most likely that
is what Paul had intended in his former letter to Corinth, a letter written not too long after 2 Thessalonians” (The
First Epistle to the Corinthians, 222). However, Fee goes on to state: “There are associations with the world that
Paul will disallow (e.g., 10:14-22); but his first concern has been with the Christian fellowship as such. Indeed,
from Paul’s point of view, the only way they can be a viable alternative to the world is for them to be in the world,
but not of it (cf. John 17:15-16). To be that alternative, however, they must discipline those wishing to belong to the
fellowship but who at the same time insist on continuing their former pagan practices” (Ibid., 223).
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Charles Hodge insists: “We are not to do anything which would sanction the assumption that the
offenses here are tolerated by the gospel.”20 And Jonathan Leeman urges: “Interactions should
not be characterized by casualness but by deliberate conversations about repentance.”21
	


But here’s the thing: Today we tend to do just the opposite of what Paul commands. We

tend to separate from unbelievers and affirm professing Christians who practice sin not tolerated
by the gospel. On the one hand, Paul says we are to associate with unbelievers. We have a
responsibility to be salt and light in the world and this can’t happen if we’re isolated from the
world. On the other hand, Paul says we’re not to associate with professing Christians who
persistently live like unbelievers. We have a responsibility to separate from such people, lest we
give them the impression that we affirm their profession of faith.
	


Paul continues with vv 12-13:
For what have I to do with judging outsiders? Is it not those inside the church whom you are to
judge? God judges those outside. “Purge the evil person from among you” (vv 12-13).

	


Do you recognize that last statement? Paul is alluding to the legal passages from the

Book of Deuteronomy regarding Old Testament discipline. Here’s what Paul is saying: We have
no business judging those on the outside (unbelievers), but we have a God given responsibility to
judge those on the inside (believers). Consequently, Paul is in harmony with Jesus: there’s a time
not to judge, but there’s also a time to judge.
	


Commenting on vv 12-13 David Garland writes:
Christians have no jurisdiction over outsiders and have no business usurping a task that belongs
to God alone. Those outside are left in God’s hands (Rom. 2:16; 3:6; Heb. 12:23), and the church
has the responsibility to seek to win them over (1 Cor. 9:19-23; 14:16-17), not to nag, browbeat,
or seek to control them. . . . The church is responsible for keeping its own moral house in order,
and God will hold them accountable for it.22

____________________
20Hodge, A Commentary on 1&2 Corinthians, 90.
	

	


21Leeman,

Church Discipline, 76.

22Garland, 1 Corinthians, 190. Gregg Allison declares: “The church is not to judge non-Christians and thus
	

withdraw from all association with them, but it is to judge Christians in its own midst and, if they do not live as
genuine Christians are to live, withdraw from all association with them. The matter of the judgment of nonChristians rests with God, not the church. But the matter of the judgment of Christians does rest with the
church” (Sojourners and Strangers, 191).
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But here again, we tend to do just the opposite of what Paul commands. We have a

tendency to judge the world for its wickedness, and yet, we fail to judge the wicked in our very
midst! We should not expect nonChristians to act like Christians and we should not affirm
professing Christians who persistently live nonChristian lifestyles. It’s not our job to “clean up”
the world by imposing our values on society, but it is our God given responsibility to keeping our
own house in order. And as Garland asserts: “God will hold [us] accountable for it.”
	


According to Baptist historian, Greg Wills, the practice of church discipline among

Southern Baptists began to wane after the Civil War—mainly due to three major shifts that
occurred from about 1880 to about 1930.23 Wills claims that Baptists began to “[embrace] new
commitments incompatible with church discipline.”24 Of the three shifts, the third one is
germane to our discussion. About this third shift Wills writes:
[It] was an expansion of the mission of the church to include stewardship of the social order.
After the Civil War a generation of Southern Baptist leaders arose who taught that the mission of
the church included more than evangelization and discipleship. It included also the creation of
the Christian civilization in the South, the nation, and the world. Southern Baptist leaders began
to feel that they had stewardship for both the church and the social order. But the more solicitous
they became to purify society, the less concerned they were to purify the church.”25

	


Many Christians today bemoan the fact that we as a nation have strayed far from the

vision our founding fathers had for America. But few Baptists today bemoan the fact that we
have strayed far from the vision our forbears had for the local church. Perhaps their vision was
not perfect, but it was closer to the biblical pattern than ours. We need a fresh vision informed
by theirs. But mainly, we just need to obey God’s Word and begin the process of recovering the
biblical practice of church discipline. For indeed, there is a time for judging those on the inside.
____________________
23Gregory A. Wills, “Southern Baptist and Church Discipline,” in Restoring Integrity in Baptist Churches,
	

eds. Thomas White, Jason G. Duesing, and Malcolm B. Yarnell III (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2008), 185.
	


24Ibid.,

194.

25Ibid., 194. The three major shifts were as follows: “First, [Southern Baptists] now based church practices
	

on their apparent effectiveness more than on an apostolic pattern. Second, they redefined Baptist identity in ways
that privileged subjective values and individual freedom and thus undermined the church’s authority to judge belief
and behavior. Third, they modified the church’s mission to include curing social ills, which diminished their sense
of separation from the world and secularized the churches. . . . They were tectonic shifts with expansive
consequences. Together they undid discipline” (Ibid., 185).

APPENDIX 1:
WHAT SINS WARRANT CHURCH DISCIPLINE?
	

	


Some sins that warrant church discipline are obvious (1 Corinthians 5). Others, however,

are not so obvious, which begs the question: What sins warrant church discipline? The
following excerpts are taken from some of the resources used in writing this project and are
presented here for the purpose of helping the reader think through this difficult subject. There is
some overlap in this material, but there are also some slightly differing perspectives given as
well. The author of each excerpt is centered above and they are arranged in no particular order.
J. Carl Laney
	

The Bible does provide several lists of sins which should serve as a starting point in
answering this question . . . 1 Cor 5:11 . . . 1 Cor. 6:9-10 . . . Gal. 5:19-21 . . . Mark 7:21, 22 . . . 2
Tim. 3:1-5 . . . Titus 3:10 . . . Rom. 16:17 . . .
	

Should a church use these biblical texts to formulate a list of offenses requiring
discipline? Should discipline be applied to some or all? Paul answers these questions in Gal. 6:1:
“Brethren, even if a man is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one in a
spirit of gentleness; looking to yourself, lest you too be tempted.” Notice that Paul says, “any
trespass.” He isn’t choosy about which sin or offense is involved. This seems to be the attitude
of Jesus in Matt. 5:23-24 where he admonishes his listeners to reconcile themselves with
offended brothers before participating in worship. He refers to the offense with a general term
(“something”) rather than precisely specifying it.
	

Gal. 6:1 and Matt. 5:23-24 appear to indicate that any and all sins are worthy of personal
confrontation and correction. . . . The corrective action taken will vary according to the reaction
of the offender, but known sin requires some response. This does not mean, of course, that
church members are going to wear Gestapo uniforms and put each other under surveillance.
Rather, as members of the body of Christ, they will recognize their family responsibilities to
lovingly challenge and correct one another.
	

The sins which necessitate church discipline can be divided into four major categories:
violations of Christian love, unity, law, and truth. Violations of love would include private
offenses against a brother or sister (cf. Matt. 5:23-24). Violations of Christian unity would be
divisive actions which destroy the peace of the church (Rom. 16:17; Titus 3:10). Violations of
Christian law or morality would involve the breaking of such ethical codes and guidelines as are
set forth in the Old and New Testaments; the scriptural lists of offenses can help in clearly
identifying the unlawful actions or activities. Violations of Christian truth would involve the
rejection of essential doctrines of the faith—heresy (1 Tim. 6:3-5; Titus 3:10; 2 John 7-11).1

	

____________________
1J. 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), 45-47.

Jonathan Leeman
	

Some of the older theologies enumerated lists of when it’s appropriate to conduct . . .
[corrective] discipline. For instance, the Congregationalist minister John Angell James said that
five kinds of offenses should be disciplined: (1) all scandalous vices and immoralities (1 Cor.
5:11-13); (2) the denial of Christian doctrine (Gal. 1:8; 2 Tim. 2:17-21; 1 Tim. 6:35; 2 John 10ff.);
(3) the stirring up of division (Titus 3;10); (4) the failure to provide for one’s nearest relatives
when they are in need (1 Tim. 5:8); and (5) unreconciled enmity (Matt. 8:7).
	

These types of biblical lists can be helpful to a point. Notice that all the sins described
are serious and have an outward manifestation. They are not just private sins of the heart; there is
a public dimension to them. They mislead sheep, and they mislead the world about Christianity.
Yet what such a list fails to do is account for the vast multitude of sins that the Scriptures never
address . . . or the many sins that the broader public no longer finds scandalous (like cohabitation
or divorce).
	

At the risk of being vague. I think that it’s better to simply say that formal [corrective]
church discipline is for sin of a public, serious, and unrepentant nature. It’s the appropriate
course of action when an individual involved in serious sin had been privately confronted with
God’s commands in Scripture, but he or she refuses to let go of the sin. From all appearances, the
person prizes the sin more than Jesus.2
Jonathan Leeman
	

Formal [corrective] church discipline is the appropriate course of action whenever a
church member’s failure to represent Jesus becomes so characteristic and habitual that the church
no longer believes he or she is a Christian. The church must then remove its affirmation of a
person’s profession of faith. This is the “gospel framework” approach to discipline. . . . It’s not
driven by lists of which sins qualify for discipline. It’s driven by the single question of whether a
church can continue to publicly affirm a person’s profession of faith as credible.
	

. . . Formal church discipline should occur with sins that are outward, serious, and
unrepentant. First, a sin must have an outward manifestation. Churches should not throw the red
flag of ejection every time they suspect greed or pride in someone’s heart. It must be something
that can be seen with the eyes or heard with the ears.
	

Second, a sin must be serious. A church and its leaders should not pursue every sin to the
utmost. There needs to be some place in a church’s life for love to “cover a multitude of sins” (1
Pet. 4:8). Thankfully, God does not perceptibly discipline us every time we sin.	

	

Finally, a sin must be unrepented of. The person involved has been confronted with
God’s commands in Scripture, but he or she refuses to let go of the sin. From all appearances, the
person prizes the sin more than Jesus.
	

More or less, all three of these factors should be present before a church moves toward
excommunication.3

____________________
2Jonathan Leeman, The Church and the Surprising Offense of God’s Love: Reintroducing the Doctrines of
	

Church Membership and Discipline (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 319.
3Jonathan Leeman, Church Discipline: How the Church Protects the Name of Jesus (Wheaton, IL:
	

Crossway, 2012), 48-49, 54-55. Church leaders would benefit greatly from Leeman’s case studies of real life
situations that called for the exercise of church discipline which he was personally involved with or knew about
firsthand (Church Discipline, 87-122).

Thomas White
	

Scripture provide(s) a few lists of sins that warrant discipline, although none of the lists is
exhaustive. Combining Mark 7:21-23; 1 Corinthians 5:11; 6:9-10; and 2 Timothy 3:1-5 provides
the following sins: sexual immorality, adultery, homosexuality, theft, greed, coveting, wickedness,
deceit, envy, slander, pride, murder, idolatry, reviling, drunkenness, swindling, divisiveness,
arrogance, abusiveness, ungratefulness, and blasphemy. Other sins could be added. The point is
not to create a legalistic set of sins but rather to help fellow believers overcome temptation.4
R. Stanton Norman
	

Sins that are public in nature and that impact the entire congregation are the offenses that
merit the disciplinary action of the church. . . . These include: (1) divisions and factions that
destroy Christian unity and fellowship, (2) moral and ethical deviations that violate purity and
holiness of life, and (3) false doctrines that reject the essential tenets of the Christian faith.
Although offenses in any of these categories can trigger the discipline process, the act of
excommunication is exercised upon those who fail to repent of their sin. The excommunicated
are thereby doubly judged: (1) they are judged for their entrenchment in their actual sin, and (2)
they are judged for their unwillingness to repent of their sin.5
Wayne A. Mack and Dave Swavely
	

The Bible does not distinguish between “serious” sins, which are open to confrontation,
and “minor” sins, which are not. . . . So how can we know whether to cover or confront in a
particular situation? Growing in biblical love and humility will help you to cover more and more
offenses (especially those committed against you), and growing in biblical wisdom can help you
to decide what sins should not be overlooked because of their harmful consequences. Love
covers a multitude of sins, but sometimes sin throws the covers off. So we suggest that when the
following conditions exist, it becomes unloving and wrong to ignore the problem:
• If sin creates an unreconciled relationship between you and the offender, so you think often
about the sin and think badly of him, then confrontation is necessary for the sake of unity in
the body (cf. Matt. 5:23-24; Phil. 2:1-4).
• If you are not confident that the person is growing in the direction of Christlikeness by
regularly confessing his sin and working to change, then confronting his sin may be the
only way to expose his spiritual inertia and help him to avoid God’s chastening (cf. Heb.
3:12-14; James 5:19-20; 2 Peter 1:5-10).
• If you know that there will be consequences of this sin that will hurt others in the offender’s
life, then for their sake you should make sure that he has recognized his wrong and
repented from it (cf. Matt. 18:6; 1 Cor. 5:6-7; 12:26).6

___________________	

4Thomas White, “The Why, How, and When of Church Discipline,” in Baptist Foundations: Church
	

Government for an Anti-Institutional Age, ed. Mark Dever and Jonathan Leeman (Nashville, TN: B&H, 2015), 215.
5R. Stanton Norman, “The Reestablishment of Proper Church Discipline,” in Restoring Integrity in Baptist
	

Churches, ed. Thomas White, Jason G. Duesing, and Malcolm B. Yarnell III (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2008), 209.
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and Swavely, Life in the Father’s House, 171, 173.

