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Binding and Loosing:  

The Church and our Fight for Purity 

 

Matthew 18:15-20 

 

This morning we’re continuing/finishing our series on the church. As 

Ty laid out last week, there are three key structures that support the 

institution called the local church. No, I’m not talking about physical 

structures, of course. We’re talking about those things that allow the 

church to function as the church.  

 

1. Baptism 

2. The Lord’s Supper 

3. Church Discipline 

 

This week we discuss #3. Of course, this isn’t necessarily a pleasant 

topic to talk about, but it’s important nonetheless. And it’s important 

because this is an area where the church, especially in America, is 

weak.  

 

It makes sense – in America, especially the Midwest we value being 

nice. 

 

But sometimes we’re so nice, we actually become unkind.  

 

If there’s ever a time or place in the church where she needs to be 

extra diligent in this area, it’s where Christianity is part of every-day 

culture. 

 

For this reason, church discipline is a fitting (albeit a little 

uncomfortable) topic for us at Trinity. 

 

I actually don’t care for the title “church discipline” because it 

describes only the final step in the processes.  

 

“Corporate Sanctification” (hereafter CS) is a better phrase. 

• “Corporate” because it’s a community issue, rather than just 

an individual one. 

  

• “Sanctification” because it’s the process whereby the 

community is invited both (1) to fight against sin internally 

and (2) to maintain the integrity of its public witness 

externally. Example - no one can appreciate a flawless 

diamond caked in mud 

  

Matt. 18 deals with the former (see Matt. 16 for Jesus’ teaching on the 

latter) 

 

[Proposition]: Love your God, your church, and your brother by 

confronting sin and receiving correction with humility and 

gentleness. 

1. Examine your motives 

2. Engage the conflict 

3. Entreat (plead with) the guilty 

4. Exercise humility & gentleness  

 

Whether you’re prone to avoiding conflict, aggravating conflict, or just 

end up in a lot of conflict, Matt. 18:15-20 is an invitation to practice 

gospel community. Is it easy or fun – never, but is it good? Always. 

 

Context for Matt. 18 

• Chapter is about the dangers of temptation and the necessity of 

forgiveness in the kingdom of heaven (among God’s people) 

o Verses 5-9: danger of temptation: tempting others and 

falling prey temptation 

o Verses 10-14: God’s desire not to lose a single one of 

his own to temptation 

o Verses 15-20: the community response to someone who 

has fallen into temptation 

o Verses 21-35: the necessity of genuine forgiveness 

towards repentant sinners  

• Note the progression and the emphasis upon the seriousness of 

sin 
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God takes sin seriously. God takes temptation seriously. We need to 

take measures to avoid temptation, avoid tempting others. 

 

The truth is, we aren’t always very good at either one of these and so 

we need one another to our sin to our attention – and this is what Matt. 

18:15-20 is all about. 

 

If your brother sins [against you, go and show him his fault in private; 

if he listens to you, you have won your brother. 

 

The NAS excludes the phrase “against you” because there is a variant 

reading her. Where later manuscripts have the phrase, the earliest 

copies do not.  

 

Contextually, the nature of the sin is interpersonal in nature (“do not 

despise,” vs. 16; also Peter’s response in verse 22). I think the 

principle applies to instances beyond interpersonal conflict, however. 

Christians don’t turn a blind eye when we learn that a friend who 

professes Christ is being unfaithful in his marriage or is acting 

deceitfully towards another person. Just because someone isn’t sinning 

against you directly, doesn’t mean we’re off the hook. 

 

Brothers, if anyone is caught in any transgression, you who are 

spiritual should restore him in a spirit of gentleness (Gal. 6:1) 

 

Whether the sin committed was against you or not, all sin is a big deal 

to God and it should be a big deal to everyone who claims to be loyal 

to the holy King of kings and Lord of lords.   

 

Another point worth noting in this first verse is that the verb translated 

“show him his fault” carries with it the idea of instilling conviction in 

view of winning him over
1
 (see 1 Cor. 9:19; 1 Peter 3:1).
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1
 D. A. Carson, Matthew, EBC vol. 8, Zondervan (Grand 

Rapids, 1984), 402. 
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 I have made myself a slave to all so that I may win more; Be 

submissive to your husbands… if any are disobedient in the word, they 

may be won.  

 

It’s one thing to tell someone their a sinner; it’s an entirely other thing 

to humbly attempt to be that vehicle through whom God chooses 

brings about genuine conviction. And it’s impossible to do this without 

holding out God’s Word. 

 

In private (the absence of other people) – This is the necessary first 

step. We may want to tell others about how poorly such and such 

treated us, but the truth is, though you may have been sinned against, 

it’s really not about you. It’s not about being vindicated by rallying 

sympathizers. 

 

It’s about the purity of the church and the spiritual welfare of your 

brother (esp. parents). 

 

Notice how this verse encourages all 4 elements I introduced earlier: 

• Motive: “In private” – not self-vindicating (alone), not 

retaliatory (just talking about it) 

• Engaging: “Go and show” – the onus is not on the wrongdoer; 

we have a responsibility to love our brother in this way.
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• Entreat: “won your brother” – not accomplished through 

screaming, shouting, boycotts or picket signs 

• Humility: “But if he does not listen…”  

 

Humility doesn’t take someone else’s hard heartedness personally. 

Rejecting my rebuke isn’t necessarily another personal attack – and if 

it is, it’s not an attack worth responding to personally. Instead it’s an 

invitation to bring in 1-2 others. 

 

But if he does not listen to you, take one or two more with you, so that 

by the mouth of two or three witnesses every fact may be confirmed.
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3
 You shall not hate your fellow countryman in your heart; you 

may surely reprove your neighbor, but shall not incur sin because of 

him (Lev. 19:17) 
4
 Likely an adapted quote from Deut.19:15. Used later by Paul 

in 2 Cor. 13:1 and 1 Tim. 5:19  
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These witnesses are probably not the eyewitnesses to the original 

sinful offense but of the confrontation in the event that the issue would 

go public in the church. This is exactly how the term I used in Deut. 

19:15 (judicial condemnation). 

 

Attempting to convince someone of wrongdoing vs. attempting to 

convict someone about his or her wrongdoing. 

 

The witnesses act to join in entreating the sinner to repent before the 

confrontation is taken to the broader community. In this way they are 

necessary third-party witnesses to the process (rather than an offense). 

Should excommunication result, their testimony will provide sufficient 

grounds for the decision. 

 

If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to 

listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax 

collector. 

 

As we enter this last phase of Corporate Sanctification, it properly 

becomes church discipline. The confrontation is now public within the 

community. Notice that the church’s corporate involvement isn’t first 

to excommunicate, but again entreat the offender to repent of their sin.  

 

I wonder how many churches actually do this. The only times I’ve 

heard church discipline at this level were always in the form of an 

announcement stating the dismissal of a member – never a rallying cry 

to reach out as a body to win them over. What a powerful invitation 

that would be! 

 

Should such an invitation fail, there is no other recourse: the individual 

should no longer be considered part of the covenant community. This 

is a big deal. Jesus is saying here that the church has the authority to 

say that you are not a Christian. In fact, that’s what the last three 

verses are all about. 

 

Before we get there, keep in mind that for someone to call an 

employee of the IRS a gentile and tax collector today wouldn’t really 

carry too much weight. But to first-century Jews, this designation was 

a big deal. Gentiles were outsiders and tax collectors were terribly 

corrupt.  

 

Yes, Jesus associated with and ministered among such people during 

his earthly ministry, there is a special acquaintance reserved only for 

those within the household of faith: 

 

But actually, I wrote to you not to associate with any so-called brother 

if he is an immoral person, or covetous, or an idolater, or a reviler, or 

a drunkard, or a swindler—not even to eat with such a one. (1 Cor. 

5:11) 

 

God takes sin seriously and so must we if we are to be God’s treasured 

possession. 

 

If you thought confronting someone on their sin is bad, having to come 

together to tell them they aren’t a Christian may seem downright 

mean, especially in our do-what-feels-good and don’t-tell-anyone-

otherwise society we live in. Passages like Matthew 18 really grate 

against our me-centered sensibilities. 

 

But it’s not about me. It’s not about you. It’s about Jesus and the purity 

of his bride. What good is a flawless diamond caked in mud? 

 

It’s also about the offender. If someone has sinned and claim Christ, 

wouldn’t they want to be rid of their sin? Isn’t it always sweeter to 

repent of sin than to continue in it? Why would you want to rob 

someone of that opportunity? Why would you want withhold from 

your brother the grace of finding forgiveness from his sin? 

 

In these ways we have a responsibility, not to appease our feelings, but 

to fight against sin in order to maintain the integrity of our public 

witness – even to the point of excommunication. 

 

Where verses 15-17 describe the fairly straight-forward process for 

corporate sanctification, verses 18-20 serve to ground this process in 

terms of kingdom responsibilities. While many modern English 
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translations don’t capture these verses well, the NAS is the most 

favorable reading: 

 

Truly I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound 

in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in 

heaven. 

 

Again I say to you, that if two of you agree on earth about anything 

that they may ask, it shall be done for them by My Father who is in 

heaven 

 

For where two or three have gathered together in My name, I am there 

in their midst 

  

Though I don’t have a lot of time to go into this in detail, here’s what’s 

important to know about these verses: 

 

1. Binding and loosing (of persons) goes back to Matt. 16 with 

reference to Peter given the keys of the kingdom upon his 

profession of Christ 

a. Refers to the gospel proclamation which both includes 

and excludes people from the kingdom 

b. Where Matt 16 deals with the proclamation of the truth 

that Jesus is the Christ, Matt 18 usage deals with the 

discipline of the truth (practice what you preach) 

c. Will be vs. shall have been – no way for it to be read or 

absolutely applied as a simple future. We don’t get to 

simply tell God who’s in and who’s out of his kingdom. 

d. Illustration: auto remote start app 

 

2. If two of you agree… they may ask 

a. Could refer to prayer, but doesn’t fit well with the 

context 

b. “Asking” can also be used in reference to “pursuing a 

claim.” ALT: if two individuals agree concerning any 

claim they are pursuing…
5
 

c. This reading makes much more sense of verse 20 (see 

Ps. 82:1)
6
 *Jesus in our midst!! 

 

The point: the message of the gospel is the ‘keys of the kingdom’ that 

the church has been given to bind and loose men’s souls. 

• This doesn’t mean the church arbitrates who’s in and whose 

out 

• It does mean that we’ve nonetheless been given a part to play 

in bringing people into and out of communion with God and 

with each other 

 

And this is why (corporate sanctification) church discipline is so 

important. 

 

• This morning do you need to engage in gospel-driven conflict-

resolution?  

• Do you need to confront a professing Christian over their sin?  

• This morning are you willing to receive correction for your 

own sin? Have you sinned against someone (maybe in the 

room) from whom you need to seek forgiveness? 

 

Perhaps there isn’t conflict in your life now, but just wait a day… 

 

Will you be ready to follow the process in Matt 18 while: 

1. Examining your motives 

2. Engaging the conflict 

3. Entreating (plead with) the guilty 

4. Exercising humility & gentleness  

                                                 
5
 J. Duncan M. Derret, (“Where two or three are convened in 

my name…” ExpT 91 [1979-80]: 83-86) 

 
6
  God takes His stand in 

1
His own congregation; 

He judges in the midst of the rulers. (Ps. 82:1) 

 


