
The Exchange Church
Code of Discipline

It is the goal of this document to provide the Biblical basis for, the appropriate attitude toward, 
and the procedure for Church Discipline at The Exchange Church.

Biblical Basis
“Truth always carries with it confrontation. Truth demands confrontation:  loving confrontation 
nevertheless. If our reflex action is always accommodation regardless of the centrality of the 
truth involved, there is something wrong.” - Francis Schaeffer

It is allowed.
In our age, many people claim to abhor “judgment” or “being judged.” It is increasingly assumed 
that “judging others” is not an ethical thing to do. However, it is obvious that we all make 
judgments and in fact it would be wrong not to. Society could not exist without appropriate 
judging. The same is true for the church. 

In 1 Corinthains 5.12-13, Paul claims that while judgment of the world belongs to God, we have 
a duty to judge those who claim to be brothers or sisters inside the church:

“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.’”

We are allowed to judge those in our congregation.

It is necessary.
Human beings are going to cause conflict with one another when they enter into any form of 
community. This happens in families, among friends, at work, in governments and between 
nations - and in every gap between. All of us know that conflict will happen, and the church is 
not exempt. We will hurt one another and we will make mistakes and we will at times be divisive 
and there are those who are harmful.

Unity is important for the Church. Jesus prayed that the church would be unified (Cf. Jn 
17.20-22). And in order to maintain such unity, it is necessary that we have a plan for how to 
handle conflict between people in the Christian community. We know it will come, so we ought 
to be prepared. The Bible gives us guidelines for how to deal with conflict and sin within in the 
church. 

Matthew 18.15 begins “If your brother sins against you…” Galatians 6.1 addresses the reality 
with “Brothers, if anyone is caught in sin…” 1 Corinthians 6.1 also begins “When one of you has 
a grievance against another…” 2 Thessalonians mentions that “if anyone does not obey our 
instruction…” It is clear that the NT anticipates the disobedience, conflict, continued sinful 
behavior, and general disfunction that is bound to come any time you get a group of people 
together - including the church.

In order to “make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit” (cf. Eph 4.3) we must be prepared 
to deal with all of this as well. This brings us to the appropriate attitude of Church Discipline.



Appropriate Attitude
The Church is not a machine. And therefore, church discipline is not a mechanical process. 
Many documents on church discipline can sound like initiating some sort of “Rube Goldberg” 
machine. Sin kicks off this automated process of confrontation, returning with backup, returning 
with the elders, and then breaking fellowship. It is important, therefore, to state that this is not a 
mechanical process. It must take into account stories and points of view, motives and realities, 
and be guided by the Spirit in EACH case. This document is not intended to create a one-size-
fits-all policy. We must approach every instance of disobedience, sin, conflict, and all of the 
other messiness of humanity with gentleness and care and patience.

In Matthew 18, where the general outline for church discipline is found and applied across the 
board, deals with a brother or sister sinning against you. This is conflict. And the confrontations 
that come with it are wise. But in Galatians 6 when a brother or sister is caught in sin, it is the 
task of “you who are spiritual” to try and restore the person. In 1 Corinthians 5 the advise is to 
not associate with someone claiming to be a brother or sister who is living a sexually immoral 
life. This illustrates that the Bible is multifaceted in its prescriptions for discipline in the church 
and in order to have a truly biblical approach we must engage various passages to know the 
best course of action. We need the spirit of the text, not just the letter.

And, of course the goal of discipline is always restoration. John MacArthur gives insight into the 
heart behind church discipline in his commentary on Matthew 18:

“Some people have the idea that church discipline is to throw people out of the church. It is not. 
It is to keep people in the church pure. In fact, this verb, won or gained, is a word used to refer 
to accumulating wealth. Used in its context it has the idea of a sinning brother being a loss to 
the fellowship. When restored, being a gain. It is like wealth regained.”

“Discipline” has such a negative connotation in our culture. As Dallas Willard often said, “The 
devil gets ahold of words.” And this word has been all but ruined. But “discipline” is related to 
“disciple.” The military introduces rigid disciplines in people’s lives in order to make disciples. 
Parents discipline their children to make good disciples. In the same way the church introduces 
disciplines to make good disciples, as God himself does (Cf. Hebrews 12.6-9). Discipline is 
about growth and maturity. And it is in the attitude of a loving father that we introduce it.

Procedures
What follows is intended to be a general guideline for appropriate steps to take in the attitude 
described above. Matthew 18 provides a process and other passages (Cf. Luke 17.3-4, 1 
Corinthians 5, Galatians 6.1, 1 Timothy 5.20, James 5.19-20, 1 John 5.16-17) illuminate specific 
cases and how they might differ.

It should be understood that the general pattern for Christian life and sanctification is that 
described in Romans 7. We often do what we do not want to do and don’t do what we do want 
to do. We are struggling in this great “already and not yet” of the Christian life. And as such, 
Christian people continue to sin in their lives. And this sin is followed by genuine sorrow and 
repentance. And that is the general pattern in the life of a Christians. We fight against sin, we 
seek to kill it. We hate it. But we still do it. And when we do we throw ourselves on the mercy of 
God and his grace to help us overcome it. We confess sin to one another and ask for prayer in 
the battle against it. As we have said often around The Exchange, the normal behavior of a 
Christians is to “struggle well” with the reality of sin in our lives.



As such, it is when someone has stopped struggling, or has hurt me in some way, or is ignoring 
their sin that the following procedures are necessary.

Further, it is important to recognize the difference between “sin” and “preference.” We must 
always consider such passages as Romans 14.1-4 before you engage in the following steps:

“Accept him whose faith is weak, without passing judgment on disputable matters. One man’s 
faith allows him to eat everything, but another man, whose faith is weak, eats only vegetables. 
The man who eats everything must not look down on him who does not, and the man who does 
not eat everything must not condemn the man who does, for God has accepted him. Who are 
you to judge someone else’s servant? To his own master he stands or falls. And he will stand, 
for the Lord is able to make him stand.”

It is not a sin for someone to have a different opinion than yours. It is actually a good thing. It is 
not a sin for someone to like something that you don’t. Disliking someone’s personality is not a 
reason to go confront him or her about sin. We are talking about acts of sin that are clear and 
obvious. Preferences are not sinful: There are disputable matters in the body life of a church 
that require the need for mature believers to exercise grace and patience. So we need to make 
sure our concern is for the soul of the person, and not our own annoyance or weakness or 
arrogance. Again, the Spirit is vital to this process.

But in the end, if a person has truly given in to regular sin, or a person has genuinely hurt you, 
then the following steps are warranted, helpful, and necessary.

Step 1 - 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.”

Private Confrontation:  If a fellow Christian commits a sin against you, then Christ commands 
us to go to that person privately and explain to them the nature of the offense and seek 
repentance and restoration. Notice that Jesus sends them directly to the offender and no one 
else. This is to be done in any case of sin* no matter how big or small it may seem. We need to 
be prayerful and make sure the offense is a sin; but when we believe that it is then it is time to 
confront privately. 

The church is a community made up of many members who belong to one another (Cf. Ro 
12:4-5). Sin affects us all. Part of the weight of church discipline is that when one member of the 
body is hurt or one member is living in sin, it effects the rest of the body. We are in this together. 
(Cf. 1 Cor 12:24b-26)

*In cases where it would be dangerous for an individual to confront someone privately due to 
one’s age or in an abusive situation, one should come directly to the Elders of the church. The 
heart above is to prevent gossip, not to put a victim in danger. Discretion is always necessary.

Step 2 - 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.”



Loving Witnesses. When a professing Christian refuses the overtures of another believer in 
regards to blatant sin then Jesus gives us a second step. Here we see the grace of God in 
action. It can sometimes be helpful to bring another person into the conversation to serve as a 
mediator between the two parties. A third party can bring clarity and help the two parties 
understand one another. The goal here is clarity.  We acknowledge that we are all sinners and 
we all see one another through faulty lenses. 

This is not a witch-hunt but a decision to go to this person and lovingly, humbly entreat them to 
repent from the sins that are involved in this particular situation. The spirit of this should be done 
in gentleness and humility. Do not give the impression that you are “ganging up” on another 
person. And make sure that is not the secret desire of your heart. That is why it is always best to 
go to the person one on one to begin with. But if they don’t listen or are having a hard time 
understanding - a fair third party is helpful. That is what this step is about.

Step 3 - Matthew 18.17a
“If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church.”

Involve the Church Leadership. If a professing Christian refuses a second attempt at 
restoration from overt sin then the church leadership should be involved. At this point you should 
go to an Elder and let them know what is going on. It may be necessary then for the Elder(s) to 
go and meet with this person and prepare to exercise the authority God has given them in the 
church. It is important to note that this is appropriate only when a person has refused to listen 
on multiple occasions.

This is a last resort. If you believe that there is no chance of this person being restored by you 
alone, then you ought to bring in the Elders. This is a big deal. You do not want to use this step 
unless it is absolutely necessary.

Step 4 - 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. 
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.”

Breaking Fellowship. If God’s people are faithful in practicing the previous steps in Matthew 18 
then breaking fellowship with a believer will be a very rare occurrence. The whole idea of the 
first steps is to restore someone to right relationship with God and his people. However, there 
will be times when we have no other choice. God has given Elders this authority to exercise 
Church Discipline in His Word, and break fellowship with this person.

In breaking fellowship we would essentially treat this person as an unbeliever. They would no 
longer be welcome to take the Supper in our congregation nor be able to hold or exercise 
certain positions reserved for Church Members in good standing. It does not mean that we seek 
to shun or shame or bully. We ought not treat unbelievers that way. Pending certain 
circumstances where it would be dangerous to people or the organization, this person would be 
allowed to attend our Worship Gatherings, but as any unbeliever would. There are certain 
instances where a person would be asked to stop attending and that will be up to the discretion 
of the Elders.



Further, this step will require notification to the other members of the church. It is important that 
the church family remains in unity around these matters. And it is an opportunity for the love of 
God to be expressed in the seriousness of church unity. This notification will give only the 
necessary information to those who need it. It is not meant to embarrass but to inform for the 
purposes of being thorough and consistent in matters of discipline.


