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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. 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. 17 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. 18 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. 19 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. 20 For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am 
I among them. 

Introduction 
 It is worthy of note that the familiar passage, where two or three are gathered in my name, there am 
I among them (Mat 18.20), is inseparably connected with the subject of church discipline in 18.15-
17. Actually, in one way of looking at it, the church discipline text does not end at verse 17; it 
flows from verse 15 right through to verse 20. In verses 15-17, Jesus outlines the three steps of 
the discipline process, which are conversation in private (v. 15), conversation with witnesses (v. 
16), and conversation with the church (v. 17). Verses 18-20 speak to the entire process of church 
discipline. This unit gives retrospect on discipline; it gives promise regarding the discipline 
process. Looking back on the big picture, 18.18-20 gives us balancing principles and practical 
considerations. 18 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. 19 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. 20 For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them.  
 What then is the promise of Jesus regarding church discipline? His promise is that you 
will carry it out with divine authority through prayer in His presence. That is a remarkable 
promise and we will do well to spend some time reflecting on it. Therefore, today, we will cover 
the fact of divine authority in church discipline, and the context of divine authority in church 
discipline in order to consider how it is that church discipline has binding authority through 
prayer in the presence of Christ.   
 
1A. The fact of divine authority in church discipline 
 We should call this authority binding authority that has divine sanction because of 18.18: 
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. Jesus makes the point emphatic by saying “truly.” He speaks with authority, “I 
say.” Thus, emphatically and authoritatively, Jesus promises that the church will have divine 
authority, heavenly authority, and agreement of earth with heaven in the process of church 
discipline. Surely, we have to say that this is striking in light of our frailty.  
 On this issue of authority, Matthew gives some helpful insights into the authoritative 
apostolic foundation made up of Peter and the apostles. They are the foundation in their 
preaching for Jesus said, “upon this rock, namely, you, Peter, I will build my church” (Mat 
16.18), and Paul said that the foundation of the church is the “apostles and prophets” (Eph 2.20). 
Matthew emphasizes apostolic authority by recording the words of Jesus about the keys to the 
kingdom. Difficulty enters the picture here when we try to flesh out what the keys involve for the 
apostles in relation to what they involve for us. Therefore, we need to tackle this relationship 
recognizing that Jesus gives the keys of the kingdom to Peter in Matthew 16.19, and He gives the 
keys to the church in Matthew 18.18. Now we need to treat the church side of this equation (the 
“for us” part) because the keys to the kingdom are inseparable from “binding and loosing.” We 
can do this under the umbrella of two questions. 
 1B. What then are the keys to the kingdom? They include two basic things. 
 1) The keys include authority to teach, to confess Christ, and to testify with divine 
authority regarding the person and work of Christ. The apostles are foundation in their witness, 
giving the very word of God to the church concerning the Messiah’s kingdom work in the 
church. 
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 2) The keys also include the power of rule in the church to admit people into it or 
exclude them from its membership. Accordingly, the risen Lord gave the apostles the power to 
forgive or withhold forgiveness (If you forgive the sins of anyone, they are forgiven; if you withhold forgiveness 
from anyone, it is withheld, Jn 20.23). A key opens an entryway; it opens a door, and thus those 
possessing the key have the power to bar entry through the door it unlocks. 
 Jesus had this authority for only God can forgive sins. He delegated it to His apostles; 
this puts teeth into apostolic authority. Of course, the apostles did their work in subjection to 
Him with accountability to His mandate. Moreover, it is an authority tied to the fact that they are 
foundation rock for the church. They have the right and responsibility to decide who can enter 
the kingdom and share in its blessings. Ridderbos puts it this way, “The holder and administrator 
of the keys grants forgiveness of sins, eternal life, and entry into the Christian church” (Matthew 
305). He notes that “binding and loosing,” means to forbid and permit, to pronounce judgment 
and absolve from judgment. We can see that meaning when we compare Matthew 16.19 with 
John 20.23 (“whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed 
in heaven” with “If you forgive the sins of anyone, they are forgiven; if you withhold forgiveness from anyone, it is 
withheld”).  Thus, they gave God’s word regarding life and death, eternal life and eternal death! 
 As the apostles gave the word of Christ, what they bound or loosed on earth is what God 
binds or loosens in heaven. Apostolic action did not control God’s judgment, but it did actually 
reflect on earth what was in heaven. The apostles had the power to admit people into the church 
and to supervise the church by their teaching. They had this power by the appointment of Christ, 
and they exercised it by the enabling of the Spirit.  
 Jesus gives this specific authority, this divine authority to bind and loosen to the church 
here in Matthew 18: 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 (v. 18).  
 2B. What observations can we make to help us gain proper perspective on this teaching? 
 1) This is clearly a promise regarding church discipline per the context 
 It encourages the process in all its steps, but it specifically promises that when the church 
follows the three steps then she is doing the very will of God in heaven, including the case of 
considering the sinning party a pagan: whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven.   
 2) The church has this power in a derivative sense 
 That is, the church, of course, cannot look into anyone’s heart. The binding of sin is made 
on the basis of conduct that contradicts the word of God that comprises the foundation of the 
church. The apostolic word is the final and sufficient guide for the post-apostolic church. 
Therefore, when the church follows the steps of discipline faithfully and declares the obstinate 
person to be no longer a member of the church, she declares the will of God. This person rebuffs 
the corrective process by refusing to listen, refusing to work at conciliation, and refusing walk in 
the way of repentance.  
 3) Authoritative declaration of the forgiveness of sins is the church’s basic proclamation 
 The discipline process is not something out of keeping with the fundamental message that 
the church proclaims. We proclaim that those who embrace Jesus Christ as their risen Lord have 
the forgiveness of sins and eternal life; those who do not embrace the risen Lord do not have 
forgiveness of sins or eternal life. We can say to individual people, “If you believe in your heart 
and confess with your mouth that Jesus is the risen Lord, then you will be saved.” This is saying, 
“You have God’s forgiveness and deliverance from both the condemnation and the enslavement 
of sin.” Accordingly, the church admits people into membership on a credible confession of 
faith; this is a use of the keys of the kingdom. On divine authority, the church says, “If you seek 
membership, you must receive baptism; if you seek baptism, you must join the local visible 
church. If you refuse baptism, then your claim to faith is not credible. Repent, turn to Christ in 
the obedience of faith, in the obedience of baptism.” 
 Finally, if necessary, the church removes from membership those who refuse to listen and 
display a humble child-like submission to Christ in relation to the members of the royal family.  
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2A. The context of divine authority in church discipline 
 The larger context is fellowship. All the steps of correction and self-discipline within the 
church take place within the communion of the saints. This fellowship involves sharing whatever 
we receive from God with one another. Our fellowship is a co-union or a common-union because 
what we have with one another is with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (1 Jn 1.3; 2 Cor 13.14).  
 Therefore, the church faithfully discharges discipline when the family of God is a family 
of prayer. The family is already at prayer when difficulties surface. Prayer is not something new. 
It defines the fellowship of the saints and it comes to expression in a hearty way regarding the 
steps of church discipline. Thus, in accord with the word of God and prayer, Jesus gives this 
promise, 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 (18.19). It is important to remember that this is not a fragment; this text 
interweaves with the flow of things in the entire chapter. In this light, it is easy to grasp the idea 
that the agreement of two people on anything they ask accords a) with the word and will of God, 
and b) arises from the fellowship of the gathered church, not from any two people acting 
autonomously. On this basis, we can speak about the divine authority of the discipline process in 
all its steps and especially in its third step of excommunication.  
 Moreover, Jesus grounds this answer to prayer in the marvelous blessing of His presence: 
For where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I among them (v. 20). As noted before, Jesus 
anticipates life in the post-resurrection and post-apostolic church. In the time between His 
comings (the time of His comings while we wait for the consummation, cf. Mat 16.28-17.2), 
Jesus assures His royal family that when the church gathers, no matter how small or large it may 
be, He is present.  
 These are astounding words; there am I among them (v. 20b). Jesus is behind all of the 
actions of two or three who (in good order) agree in discipline as witnesses, in passing of 
judgment as witnesses, gathering for prayer in general or with focus on discipline, or gathering 
for fellowship in the word. He is present with us and we can count on His approval and help. The 
Father hears our prayers because we pray in Christ’s name. We do church discipline properly 
when our prayers accord with the will of God and arise from faith for His glory, and for the good 
of the church.  
 Jesus is the place of the divine presence, the house of God, the temple, and the gate of 
heaven (Jn 2.20-21 & Jacob’s ladder, Jn 1.51 w/ Gen 28.10-19). His presence guarantees that 
when we reach a consensus in prayer for guidance in matters of discipline, the Father in heaven 
will guide us as we carry it out. The basis of the assurance is Jesus’ continual presence among 
his disciples who gather in his name. This looks ahead to the promise that he will be with his 
disciples forever in his resurrected presence (Mat 28.20); by the resurrection and by the Spirit He 
comes to us now to be with us to the end of the ages.  
 The promise of authority through prayer in the presence of our risen Sabbath king 
encourages the three-step process of church discipline in the context of worship. 
 
Applications 
 1) A vital key in context 
 What is a vital key if the accused does not admit any wrongdoing (either he is in fact 
innocent or possibly, he is unable to see his sin clearly)?  
 Critical is the submissive, open, conversational, and conciliatory spirit! Surely, this has to 
affect the judgment of the witnesses and the elders at step three; it has to lead to the thought that 
the accused is not guilty or that the sin is minor and the issue needs to be worked through 
between the innocent party and the accused. That is, they need to ask for a conciliatory and 
forgiving spirit from the accused, and see it in the accuser as well—so if both have the forgiving 
and conciliatory spirit, then no further action is necessary by default. They say to the accuser, so 
and so will not admit any wrongdoing (he is either innocent or cannot see the point) but he is 
repentant in spirit in general and forgiving where he thinks you have wrongly charged him. 
Moreover, he wants and seeks reconciliation per Mat 5.23-24. Therefore, you should have a 
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forgiving spirit and be willing to drop the matter leaving some aspects perhaps unresolved but 
covered by love, you should have a conciliatory spirit as well and thus the matter can be closed. 
 Thus, the vital key is the attitudes, the spirit of reconciliation, the willingness to converse 
and work on differences, the repentant spirit toward Christ, and willingness to engage this 
process in obedience to Him –on the part of all parties in the process. Key is the childlike 
submissive and humble spirit of trust in Christ and commitment to others in the royal family.  
 2) The key to the vital key 
 Note how this is a spirit that arises from fellowship with Christ and one another 
according to the word and will of God. When we fail to display a sense of the presence of Christ 
in our fellowship with one another, then the process is skewed and we cannot claim the promise 
of divine authority in our actions.  
 The promise is not to a formal process - one, two, three and we can expect our actions to 
conform to the will of God in heaven. There is no magic here forcing the hand of God, but the 
God-appointed means are real.  
 Mark it down; if we do not have a wholesome fellowship with one another in prayer, then 
we cannot expect our actions to reflect the will of God in heaven. If we do not have openness to 
one another with a sense of the presence of Christ in our midst, then we cannot claim the promise 
of divine authority in how we carry ourselves at any step in the discipline process.  
 So, church family, this comes home to you in one way as a lesson in the mutual sharing 
that takes place in the presence of Christ our risen Lord in our worship. The discipline text points 
us back to the larger context of worship as essential and vital. Duties come into play, duties that 
are critical for a healthy gathering. You must join in the reading of Scripture with attentiveness 
by either public reading or listening to the reading of Scripture. You must fellowship in the 
prayers of the spiritual leaders and the pastor by agreeing in your hearts with an inner “amen” or 
a heartfelt “truly.” You must sing in recognition that Jesus is present singing amidst the 
congregation; in other words, sing along with Him in your singing and follow His example of 
praising God name in the family of brothers and sisters (Heb 2.12; Rom 15.9). You must attend 
to the preaching with your heart set on hearing the word of God through frail but God-appointed 
preaching. You must try your best to enter freely and openly into the sharing of your heart for 
God with the family in audible prayer; that is, to do so with your heart set on the risen Christ 
who is present with us here within these doors!  
 Discipline has to flow out of this kind of fellowship (on a corporate level) between 
members in the royal gathering for the actions of the church in all the steps of the process on 
earth to match what God binds and loosens in heaven. Thus, remarkably, the church discipline 
text has the golden thread of worship running through every verse. That blood flows in the veins 
of a healthy royal family doing the will of God on earth for the glory of God in heaven.  
 3) The key lesson in the vital key 
 When we gather as the royal family and go about our business of one anothering love, we 
are not alone. God is with us. Christ is Immanuel; He is God with us. He is here among us. This 
is a sweet and awesome place with Christ within the doors. Do you see this? Do you know this is 
the case in the simplicity of the gathering together for the word and worship? Do you appreciate 
it? Or, do you recognize no one else but the people you see on the horizontal plane of your 
vision? Do your prayers go no higher than the ceiling? Is that how you feel?  You should take 
heart from this short but powerful text: We gather in the name of Jesus to study His word, to 
worship the triune God, and to do the will of God. When we do so, He is present with us in a 
special way to bless us with special blessing. We should come to the gathering with thankfulness 
and a sense of awe.  
 May we fall down before the majesty of our great king and worship Him heartily, amen. 
 
 
 
 
 


