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If I were to ask you what the most popular verse in the Bible is, what would 

you say? There was a time when I thought that the most popular verse was 

John 3:16—“For God so loved the world that He have His only begotten Son 

that whosoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.” But 

I’ve come to think that these days the most popular verse would be a 

rendition of Matt 7:1—“Judge not lest you be judged,” or as its most often 

paraphrased, ‘who am I to judge?’ Well, interestingly enough, in today’s 

passage Paul is going to tell us there is a place to judge and a place not to 

judge.  

 

So what should we do with this tension we find in the New Testament that 

on one hand we are told not to judge yet on the other we are commanded 

to judge. I think we can summarize what the bible teaches in 3 statements:  

� We are not to judge those outside the church.  

1 Cor 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.” 

 

� We are not to render our own personal judgment on those within 

the church—a judgment independent of the Bible (i.e. 

judgmentalism & hypocrisy).  

 

James 4:11-12 – “Do not speak against one another, brethren. He 

who speaks against a brother, or judges his brother, speaks against 

the law, and judges the law; but if you judge the law, you are not a 

doer of the law, but a judge of it. There is only one Lawgiver and 

Judge, the One who is able to save and to destroy; but who are you 

who judge your neighbor?” 

 

John 7:24 – "Do not judge according to appearance, but judge with 

righteous judgment." 

 

� We must agree with and uphold God’s judgment (the judgment of 

Scripture) on those within the church to persist in unrepentant sin.  

1 Cor 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.” We must render biblical judgment on matters that are 

necessary for the good of the individual, the church, and the honor of God’s name.  

 

Context of 1 Cor 5: final stage of church discipline 

 

The church must humbly remove (disassociate) persistent unrepentant 

sinners  from the church as an expression of tough love from tender hearts 

in order to protect the purity of the church, the honor of God’s name, and 

the testimony of the gospel in hope of rescuing the one under discipline.  

 

Let’s unpack 1 Corinthians 5 under 4 major categories: 1) The need for discipline, 

2) the method for discipline, 3) the purpose of discipline, and 4) the sphere of discipline.1  

 

1. The Need for Discipline (1 Cor 5:1-2) 

 

Paul outlines the problem that needs to be addressed in the Corinthian 

church in [vs. 1]. Given the language of verse 1 (“his father’s wife”), it’s 

likely that this man is having an intimate relationship with his step-mother. 

According to Lev 182 this was no different than incest which is an 

abomination to the Lord. In fact, this is such a scandalous matter that even 

the pagans in Corinth considered it shocking and unacceptable.  

 

Keep in mind that in those days men often married much younger women, 

so it’s possible that the son and the step-mother were close in age. We 

don’t know if the father had died for any other details for that matter. On 

the one hand Paul doesn’t need to mention details because this is a public 

matter in the Corinthian church and community. Furthermore, he doesn’t 

                                                           
1 The four main points of this outline have been slightly modified from John 

MacArthur, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary: 1 Corinthians. Pg. 121-

133. 
2 Leviticus 18:7-8, 29; cf. Deut 22:30 



get caught up in details because there is an even bigger problem that he is 

concerned with and that’s the church’s refusal to discipline this man. [vs. 2]  

 

Verse 2 is very interesting because our world today would suggest that 

refusing to judge someone’s sexual ethics comes from a posture of humility. 

But Paul says the opposite. They are arrogant! It is arrogant for us to exalt 

our human opinions and worldly “wisdom” above the word of God. Rather, 

Paul says, they should have grieved instead. They should have embraced the 

grief and pain of putting this friend out of the church rather than proudly 

overlooking his sin.  

 

Grief is a godly response to another person’s sin. We are ready to deal with 

another’s offense when we are ready to grieve. We grieve over the 

destruction the sin is bringing to the sinner. We grieve over the damage the 

sin is bringing on the church. We grieve because the name of Christ and the 

integrity of the gospel is blemished. When a person is confronted with God’s 

word yet hardens his heart and refuses to repent, we must bear the grief of 

putting that person out of the church.  

 

One question that always comes up with the topic of church discipline is, 

which sins are worthy of church discipline? Big sins? Public or scandalous 

sins? Dangerous sins? Obviously incest would provoke church discipline, but 

where do we draw the line? One of the reasons it’s hard to answer that 

question is because it’s not really the right question. The progressive steps 

of church discipline are not based on particular kinds of sins, but on a 

person’s hardened, persistence to not repent of any particular sin. In other 

words, what drives church discipline to increasing levels of severity is the 

person’s heart—his refusal to turn away from the sin when he is confronted 

with the counsel and warning of scripture. It’s not the nature of the sin but 

the condition of his heart—a heart that treasures his sin more than the 

Savior’s sacrifice for that sin. So any sin could become a matter of church 

discipline when a person repeatedly says, “I know it’s wrong, but I don’t 

care.” That’s the kind of heart that should cause us to grieve.  

 

So what sins are worthy of church discipline? The sins that we refuse to 

repent of with brazen rejection of God’s Word.  

 

The problem in Corinth is that a man has his father’s wife, he refuses to turn 

from that sinful relationship, and his church refuses to grieve and love him 

enough to discipline him.  

 

2. The Method for Discipline (1 Cor 5:2-5)  

 

Paul’s method in dealing with this matter is very straight forward. The man 

is to be put out of the church (vs. 2). More specifically, Paul says in vs. 5, “I 

have decided to deliver such a one over to Satan for the destruction of his 

flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus.” What 

does this mean? First of all, note that Satan is identified in the NT as the 

ruler of this world. By being put out of the church, this man is being left to 

his sin in Satan’s domain, the world. He is stripped of the comfort and 

support of the church so as to not keep deceiving himself thinking he can go 

on living in sin as though everything is ok. This should be startling wake up 

call to this man. By being put out of the church, excluded from the Lord’s 

table and cut off from the normal fellowship of the body, the church is 

saying to him, “your lifestyle has become so persistently contrary to one 

who follows Jesus as Lord that we can no longer living under the assumption 

that you are a believer.  

 

Notice that this is done for the destruction of his flesh, not the destruction 

of his soul. The church will allow him to suffer whatever is necessary under 

the dominion of sin and Satan to awaken him to his need for repentance 

and grace. This is not a vindictive act on behalf of the church. It is a loving, 

last-ditch effort to rescue him from the lie of his sin. The goal is that this 

man’s soul will be saved in the end. The aim of church discipline in Scripture 

is always for the rescue and restoration of the individual. The spirit of 

church discipline must always be in love—tough love from tender hearts. 

This is why Paul said to the Thessalonians, “If anyone does not obey our 

instruction in this letter, take special note of that person and do not 

associate with him, so that he will be put to shame. Yet do not regard him as 



an enemy, but admonish him as a brother.” In other words, when an 

individual is under the final step of church discipline (put out of the church) 

we should not think of him as enemy. We should continue to grieve and 

pray for him when he comes to mind rather than hardening our heart 

against him.  

 

Back in 1 Cor 5, Paul used the same language as he did with the 

Thessalonians: “do not associate with him” (vs. 9). The question that we 

must wrestle with is what does that mean to disassociate at a practical 

level? Some scholars, whom I highly respect, have suggested that disassociating a so-called 

believer who refuses to turn from sin is simply barring him from the Lord’s table and 

removing his official membership from the church, rather than forbidding him from 

attending public services.3 At the very least disassociating means not allowing 

the individual to join us at the Lord’s table and removing him from official 

church membership. But I am convinced from scripture that is also means 

disassociating with him socially, not just formally.  

 

Let me show you why. First, the term Paul uses here (to not associate—vs. 

9) is an intensified verb in the Greek. Its root meaning is “to mingle” or “to 

mix.” The idea is, don’t keep close company with this person. Don’t mix with 

him, don’t mingle with him. The second reason I believe this disassociation 

is social in nature as well as formal is because of the language used in the 

whole of the NT for situations like these. Here’s a sampling:  

� 1 Cor 5 (7 phrases) 

� “removed from your midst” (vs. 2)—doesn’t sound like 

welcoming him to worship and life group while enduring this final stage 

of discipline 

� “deliver such a one over to Satan…” (vs. 5) 

� “clean out the old leaven” (vs. 7)—remove his influence (not just 

correcting the sinner, but also protecting the church) 

� “not to associate” (vs. 9) 

� “not to associate with any so-called brother” (vs. 11) 

                                                           
3 Jonathan Leeman. Church Discipline: How the Church Protects the Name of Jesus, 

pg. 27-28. Other than on this point, I highly recommend Leeman’s book.  

� “not even to eat with such a one” (vs. 11)—hospitality 

withheld 

� “remove the wicked man from among yourselves” (vs. 13) 

 

� Rom 16:17 – “Now I urge you, brethren, keep your eye on those 

who cause dissensions and hindrances contrary to the teaching 

which you learned, and turn away from them”. (deviate, turn aside) 

 

� 2 Thess 3:6 – “Now we command you, brethren, in the name of our 

Lord Jesus Christ, that you keep aloof from every brother who leads 

an unruly life and not according to the tradition which you received 

from us.” (avoid) 

 

� 2 Thess 3:14-15 – “And if anyone does not obey our instruction in 

this letter, take special note of that man and do not associate with 

him, so that he may be put to shame. And yet do not regard him as 

an enemy, but admonish him as a brother.” 

 

� 2 Tim 3:5 – “…holding to a form of godliness…they have denied its 

power; and avoid such men as these.” 

 

� Titus 3:10 – “Reject a factious man after a first and second warning, 

               knowing that such a man is perverted and is sinning, being self- 

               condemned. 

 
� 2 John 10 – “If anyone comes to you and does not bring this teaching, do not 

receive him into your house, and do not give him a greeting; for the one who gives 

him a greeting participates in his evil deeds.” 

 

� Matt 18:17 – “And 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-gatherer.” (pagan and traitor) 
 

When we weigh out the whole of what the NT says about not associating 

with brazen, unrepentant sinners who identify themselves as followers of 

Christ, it’s pretty sobering. If it feels extreme to turn away from a so-called 

brother, it’s because the hardness of his heart against the Spirit’s conviction 

and Word is extreme. On the other hand, Paul said not to regard him as an 



enemy but to admonish him as a brother (2 Thess 3:15). So how do we do 

both—not associate on one hand, yet regard him as a potential brother on 

the other?  

I think it means that we don’t worship, fellowship, or socialize with him—

including following him on facebook. We disassociate—that’s the rule. The 

only exception is when we communicate with him for the purpose of calling 

him to repentance (admonishing). So we continue to grieve and pray for him 

from tender hearts but we only communicate with him for the purpose of 

calling him to repentance.  

It’s one thing to talk about the final steps of church discipline in theory, but 

how are you to handle yourself when you bump into this person in the 

grocery store, or the gas station or a school function?  

Here’s my suggestion. I don’t think we just ignore people. The NT doesn’t 

call us to be rude to them (he’s not our enemy). We either acknowledge him 

in passing or stop to say, “brother, my heart is grieved and broken over your 

choices. I plead with you to repent and return to Christ with all of your 

heart!” 

In the case of someone who is divisive or very critical, be especially careful 

to not get drawn into their drama. If it’s someone who is especially needy, 

don’t let them play on your sympathies and emotions—that manipulative. 

They don’t have to have $20 to eat today. Remember that when we get to 

this final point of church discipline, we are beyond the point of bailouts—we 

are at the point of tough love from tender hearts.  

Yet, some of us really struggle with this because it feels like we are forsaking 

Christ-like love. But we must remember that love is not merely “sentimental 

tolerance.”4 True biblical love, grieving, says, “Because I love you, I will not 

put another penny into enabling you to continue down this destructive 

road. I cannot support you in undermining the gospel, the lordship of Jesus, 

His people, or your own soul any longer. ” Sentimental love, tolerance, and 

support of a so-called brother who has repeatedly proven himself 

                                                           
4 John MacArthur, The MacArthur NT Commentary: 1 Corinthians. Pg 132.  

unrepentant does him a great disservice by enabling him to continue down 

the road of his sinful independence. Furthermore, let me suggest that the 

final stage of discipline (disassociation) by the church may be much more 

gracious than direct divine intervention (1 Cor 11:30; cf. Acts 5). 

3. The Purpose of Discipline (1 Cor 5:6-8) 

 

Now having said all of this, it’s essential that we be very clear on the 

purpose of discipline. There are several. We have already seen that purpose 

of church discipline at any level should be aimed at the restoration of the 

individual through godly repentance.  Vs. 5—“so that his spirit may be saved 

in the day of the Lord.” Using the language of Jesus in Matt 18, if our 

brother repents, we have “won” our brother (vs. 15). In the case of a truly 

repentant brother, Paul says, “forgive and comfort him” and “reaffirm your 

love for him” (2 Cor 2:6-8). So the first purpose of church discipline is to 

rescue and restore the sinning brother when he convincingly repents.  

 

The second purpose of discipline is to rescue the church from sin’s 

damaging, dominating, and destructive influence. [vs. 6-8] The image Paul 

uses here is of leaven. If just a little piece of leavened dough is added to 

fresh unleavened dough, it will spread and soon the whole lump will be 

leavened. In a similar way, if cancerous tumor is not removed from the 

body, it will soon destroy the entire body.” Paul is warning the church to not 

tolerate rebellious cancerous cells or leaven in the church. If we tolerate 

brazen, rebellious sin, it opens the door for other weaker members to do 

likewise, forfeiting the purity of the church and therefore its power.5  

 

In addition to rescuing the sinner, and protecting the church, church 

discipline is essential for preserving the reputation of Christ Himself and 

preserving the integrity of the gospel. Our lives are no longer our own. We 

belong to Christ and we represent Christ. Yet if we go on loyally loving our 

sin, we lie to the world about the power of the gospel.  

 

                                                           
5 This is precisely what happened to the church of Thyatira in Rev. 2.  



4. The Sphere of Discipline (1 Cor 5:9-13) 

 

Finally, Paul addresses the sphere/scope of discipline. Here he brings a 

needed clarification where the church has often gone wrong. [9-13] Paul 

makes a huge clarification between the unbelieving sinner and the so-called 

follower of Christ who is persistently, habitually refusing to repent in the 

face of clear biblical truth. Notice here that our response to that so-called 

believer is to be much firmer than our response to unbelievers who we 

cannot expect to act any differently than sinners.  

 

So let me attempt to situate this whole matter of church discipline within 

the framework of our mission to reach our world with the gospel.  

 

1. Our aim is to freely and winsomely (with large-hearted grace and 

love) hold out the gospel to all people, calling everyone (even the 

worst of sinners) to find forgiveness and freedom from sin in Jesus 

Christ. Our first response to sinners should be compassion and love 

that shares the truth about their sin and the hope of the gospel. 

(Ideally, a church that does discipline well should do evangelism 

even better because both are rooted in the gospel) 

 

2. Our aim is to urge (and equip) all believers to walk in a manner that 

is pleasing to the Lord and consistent with His Word. We need to 

passionately help each other live out the transforming grace of the 

gospel, to help each other grow in holiness, and fight the fight of 

faith! We need to lovingly offer correction and humbly receive 

correction long before we reach the need for formal discipline. (a 

culture of discipleship is a self-correcting eco-system)6 

 

3. Our aim is to lovingly (and as necessary, firmly) intervene when 

fellow believers fall into habitual patterns of sin, exercising tough 

love from tender hearts with the intent to rescue the sinning 

brother, to guard the purity and effectiveness of the church and its 
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witness, to uphold the honor of Jesus reputation, and to glorify God 

by doing it in such a way that all involved (including the watching 

world) are edified by the hope and power of the gospel.  

 

We won’t do it perfectly. But by God’s grace we can do it faithfully.  

 

To end on a positive, more constructive point, let me offer you some 

suggestions on how to never need church discipline: (develop a life and 

church culture of discipleship that includes accountability) 

 

1) Daily take your heart to God’s word for instruction and correction. 

Let the Spirit show you your heart and be quick to respond in 

repentance and faith. Know yourself well in light of God’s Word.  

2) Make knowing God your greatest concern and passion in life—to 

walk in the fear of the Lord and the love of Christ, revering both 

God’s holiness and mercy. You heart must fear sin greatly and love 

God’s grace even more.  

3) Seek and welcome regular accountability from a trusted, godly 

friend that will not just tell you what you want to hear, but love you 

enough to call you up to God’s holiness and grace (with Scripture).  

4) Don’t just write someone off when they attempt to speak truth into 

your life (even if they don’t do it very well). Be humble enough to 

listen.  

5) See correction as a good and necessary expression of love (especially 

when on the receiving end). 

6) Be willing to speak the truth in love to fellow believers out of 

concern for their good and God’s glory (not to make your point). 

7) Make sure your understanding of the gospel is clear and robust. 

 

There is a popular version of the gospel that is true, but in its brevity 

doesn’t prepare us for to embrace what the bible says about 

discipleship and discipline. It goes like this:  Jesus Christ died for 

sinners so that if we just believe, we can be forgiven. That’s true but 

it’s not complete.   

 



There is a more robust version of the gospel that goes like this: God 

is holy and perfectly good. All people created in His image have 

sinned against Him and deserve death as an expression of His just 

and righteous wrath. Yet God sent His Son Jesus to die in our place 

on the cross and to rise again to provide forgiveness and eternal life 

to all who repent of their sin and turn in faith to follow Jesus as Lord. 

Having been justified by faith alone, God gives us the power of His 

Spirit to live increasingly transformed lives of obedience as His 

children and representatives on this earth. Our lives are no longer 

our own. In Christ we have a new direction, purpose, power, and 

mission for life—and a new family. 

 

When we understand the gospel as beginning a life of discipleship 

(following Jesus in growing likeness) we will see how things like 

church discipline have a vital role in the church as our new family.  

 

“Christians who forget that they are prone to self-deception have already 

become proud, and they are on the fast track to self-righteous Phariseeism. 

The solution: invite discipline. Ask for correction. Welcome rebuke. This is the 

way of humility and wisdom.  

 

Local churches exist, in part, to protect us from ourselves. It’s the brothers 

and sisters around us who love us and are committed to our good that help 

us to see the things we cannot see about ourselves.”7 

 

[HAND OUTS] 

 

Prayer: Father, help us to embrace and obey all that Your Word teaches and 

commands—nothing less, and nothing more. In Jesus’ name, Amen.  

                                                           
7 Jonathan Leeman. Church Discipline: How the Church Protects the Name of Jesus, 

pg. 129. 


