
Withdraw Yourselves

Introduction. Church discipline is a topic that’s taught throughout the New 
Testament, and yet it’s a topic that’s often misunderstood.

Outsiders think of church discipline as cultish and controlling. Unfortunately, the 
attitude of some Christians is not much better than outsiders. Some brethren view 
discipline as arcane and outdated. Others look at it as nothing more than a way to 
periodically empty the church roll of names of people who quit attending years ago.

I’ve always appreciated this church making the difficult decisions to withdraw 
fellowship and mark impenitent Christians. I’ve seen hundreds of posts with pictures by 
my preaching colleagues concerning baptisms, but never one concerning church 
discipline. We don’t like it; we’re embarrassed about it; and, we’re disheartened and 
discouraged by it. But church discipline is commanded by God. It’s intended to save 
erring Christians, and it’s intended to preserve the purity of the church. Therefore, let’s 
discuss how we withdraw ourselves from those who refuse to repent (1 Timothy 6:3-5).

I. The Church and Discipline Are Inseparable
A. Faithfulness of church members is required by God (1 John 1:7; Jude 21; 

Hebrews 3:12; 1 Corinthians 10:11-12).
B. Church members have a duty to one another to help insure all go to heaven 

(Hebrews 3:13; Galatians 6:1).
C. One of the reasons why God created the church was so that members could 

exhort and encourage one another in faithful living (Hebrews 10:23-24).
1. Christians occupy a relationship with one another that should be close and 

encouraging. In fact, the closer the members, the more effective their 
encouragement toward one another will be.

2. Nothing is more helpful to my faithfulness than the knowledge that there are 
Christians who care deeply for my spiritual welfare (Hebrews 13:1).

II. What We Learn About Discipline From the New Testament
A. We learn the purpose of discipline.

1. Discipline’s purpose is to save the sinner (James 5:19-20; 1 Corinthians 
5:5b), and cleanse the church of sin’s leavening effect (1 Corinthians 5:6-7).

2. But we can’t forget that discipline’s overall purpose is to obey God as a part 
of all the commands God requires of His church.
a) A faithful church exercises biblical discipline.
b) A church whose worship is accurate, and whose doctrine is in line with 

biblical truth on every doctrinal point, can hardly be called sound if it’s 
filled with erring Christians because discipline is non-existent.

B. We learn that love for our brothers and sisters is the motivation for discipline.
1. In order for discipline to be effective, it must be painful.  

a) The one being disciplined has to feel the pain of separation from the 
brethren whom he or she loves.

b) If one is withdrawn from due to an unrepentant life, and the members 
continue to socialize with them as if nothing has changed, then they’ll 
never feel the sting of discipline.
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c) It’s similar to a parent who often threatens to spank a child, but then does 
little more than swat the erring child on the hand. This isn’t discipline 
(Hebrews 12:11).

2. The church that disciplines an erring member is acting out of love, not anger 
or hate (Matthew 18:12-14).

C. We learn that the sinning Christian forces the church to exercise discipline.
1. In so many churches discipline is virtually non-existent, and the reason is that 

brethren believe it’s cruel and hateful.
a) I knew of a Christian who opposed every action of discipline that the 

church undertook. His argument was emotional, irrational, and unbiblical.
b) He would ask, “Why do you want to kick this person when they’re down? 

Why do you want to kick them out of the church? What we should do is 
just love them more!”

2. Paul made it clear in Titus 3:11 who it is that’s chosen the disciplinary course. 
It’s the erring Christian that compels the course the church must take.
a) The erring Christian chose to return to sin (2 Peter 2:20-22).
b) The erring Christian decided to trample the blood of Jesus underfoot by 

their renewed and continuing life of sin (Hebrews 6:4-6).
(1) No one wants to withdraw from a brother or sister in Christ. We’ll be 

able to pull a few “out of the fire” (Jude 23), but it all depends on the 
heart of the Christian who’s committing sin.

(2) It’s emotionally gut-wrenching for those who are faithful to God to have 
to withdraw from one whom they love, and had such a deep interest in 
over the years, but who refuses to repent of unfaithfulness.
(a) Some may say that we’re only withdrawing fellowship because of 

attendance problems, but that’s not fully true.
(b) We withdraw because a Christian is unfaithful and “leads a 

disorderly life” (2 Thessalonians 3:6, NASB). Often, attendance is 
only one marker of someone’s “disorderly life”.

(3) However, those who love God and the Christian do what they should 
with grief and prayer for the erring one’s salvation. There’s never been 
a single person with whom I’ve been involved in their discipline that I 
haven’t thought about for years, hoping they’ll return to God.

3. “Note” in Romans 16:17 means to look, watch, and consider the heretic. 
When we withdraw from a Christian, we are publicly noting the person’s 
rebellion, and that they’ve severed fellowship with God and with the saints.

D. We learn the actions involved in church discipline.
1. Discipline is instructive (Colossians 3:16; 1 Timothy 4:6; Ephesians 4:12-13).
2. Discipline is corrective (1 Thessalonians 5:14; 2 Timothy 4:2; 1 Corinthians 

5:5; Romans 16:17).
E. We learn whose responsibility it is to exercise and implement discipline.

1. Some Christians in recent years have grown frustrated with what they see as 
an unwillingness of churches to exercise discipline, and have taken matters 
into their own hands. Their attitude is, “If the church won’t act, then I will”.
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2. It’s true that a Christian may find it necessary to keep himself from the sinful 
influence of another person, even if that person is an impenitent Christian (2 
Corinthians 6:14).

3. However, the New Testament makes it clear that it’s truly the work of the local 
church. Discipline is a corporate act (Matthew 18:16-17; 1 Corinthians 5:4).
a) It’s the church who marks a Christian who’s unfaithful and it’s the 

members who “avoid him” (Romans 16:17).
(1) The public steps having been taken, it’s the duty of the membership to 

make the discipline real to the sinner.
(2) Our purpose isn’t to be cruel, but to uphold the work that will hopefully 

yield “the peaceable fruit of righteousness” (Hebrews 12:11).
(3) We’re to withhold from the erring Christian the companionship that 

they covet and desire, because they’re out of fellowship with God and 
the saints.
(a) We’re not to “keep company” with them (1 Corinthians 5:11; 2 

Thessalonians 3:14-15). They need to feel the shame.
(b) A lot of Christians don’t have a problem withdrawing from non-

related brethren, but when it comes to their own blood, they lay 
aside the New Testament and will attend weddings, family 
gatherings, and otherwise socialize with unfaithful Christians.
i) Everyone who’s spiritually minded understands that sometimes 

family obligations are still valid, i.e. the husband/wife and 
parent/child relationships.

ii) I don’t have all the answers for these family relationships where 
you’re living under the same roof. But I do know that I shouldn’t 
do anything that gives them the comfort that they’re still 
faithfully walking with God. They’re acting and operating under 
the dominion of Satan, and they should know that from you.
(1) I had a preaching colleague tell me that he was in a 

congregation where they withdrew from a grown son of one 
of the couples. That family’s tradition was to always eat 
Sunday lunch, but after the withdrawal, the parents’ wouldn’t 
welcome him into their home any longer.

(2) The young man was restored and when my colleague asked 
him what brought him back, he said he was the actions of 
his parents. He grew up thinking his dad had no spine, but 
he found out he was extremely serious about this action of 
the church.

(3) I wish I could say every outcome is as positive as this one, 
but I wouldn’t be telling the truth. But I am telling the truth 
when I say that you’ve made a commitment to submit to God 
and put His kingdom first (Matthew 6:33). You’ve got to love 
God more than family (Matthew 10:37).

(c) Those who continue with regular interaction with the disciplined 
Christian destroy God’s design for discipline. We do them an 
injustice and truly don’t love them.
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(d) You’re a part of this congregation and your fellowship means that 
you support this action. You’ve got to make a decision on how you 
handle this, and realize that you’re going to have to stand before 
God for your decisions. In this sermon, I’ve done what I’m 
supposed to do (cp. Ezekiel 3:19). Don’t lay aside the Word of God 
and die in your sins for the sake of your family.

4. If the punishment inflicted by the church is sufficient, then when they repent, 
the saints forgive and welcome them back, reaffirming their love (2 
Corinthians 2:6-8).

F. We learn the proper steps involved in discipline.
1. A church needs a close family relationship (Philippians 1:8; 4:1).

a) When church members love one another and are close spiritually, 
emotionally, and socially, the disciplined member will miss this close bond 
when it’s withheld. Discipline will then be effective.

b) However, this presupposes a spiritual frame of mind in the person who’s 
disciplined. And usually when they’re disciplined, it’s because they’ve 
demonstrated a less-than-spiritual mindset.

c) Therefore, many times it’s unfair to blame the congregation when 
someone’s mind is made up (sometimes from the very beginning of their 
walk with Christ) to sin.

2. A church needs instruction (Acts 20:32).
3. A church needs warning with patience (1 Thessalonians 5:14).
4. A church needs diligence (Galatians 6:1).

a) Patience doesn’t mean delay. Some churches never get around to 
exercising discipline toward erring Christians.

b) If a Christian has sinned for a long period with no corporate action taken, 
the church isn’t being patient — it’s being negligent.

5. A church needs individual involvement (Matthew 18:15-16).  
a) When sin is present in a Christian’s life, it’s normally known at first by one 

or two. Wisdom dictates that those individuals reason with them first.
b) Even when the matter is more widely known, congregations generally 

begin by having brethren visit with the erring one privately.
6. A church needs public action (Matthew 18:17; 1 Corinthians 5:4).

Conclusion. I posted about discipline on the church’s Facebook page several 
days ago, and it’s the most-liked post in quite a while. This shows that lots of Christians 
recognize that discipline’s good, but it’s not wished on anyone. Even when there’s no 
visible results, we know that God’s will always accomplishes what He intended (Isaiah 
55:11). So discipline always works, even if the only outcome is that the church answers 
its obligation to God and the erring Christian.

I am deeply indebted to David Weaks for the use of his material.
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