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ARTICLE 72 of the Church Order

In case anyone errs in doctrine or
offends in conduct, as long as the sin is
of a private character, not giving public
offense, the rule clearly prescribed by
Christ in Matthew 18 shall be followed.

SUMMARY: Private sins must be dealt 
with according to Matthew 18:15-17



MATTHEW 18:15-17
15Moreover if thy brother shall trespass against

thee, go and tell him his fault between thee and
him alone: if he shall hear thee, thou hast gained
thy brother.

16But if he will not hear thee, then take with
thee one or two more, that in the mouth of two
or three witnesses every word may be
established.

17And if he shall neglect to hear them, tell it
unto the church: but if he neglect to hear the
church, let him be unto thee as an heathen man
and a publican.



WHAT SINS ARE GROUNDS 
FOR DISCIPLINE?

(1)  Errors in Doctrine
Holding to doctrines that are contrary to what the 
church confesses (cf. The 3 Forms of Unity).
This sin must be dealt with in order to remove the 
offense in the church and to restore unity.

(2)  Errors in Conduct/Life
Living a life that is contrary to God’s laws.  I.e., not 
living as a citizen of God’s kingdom should live.
One who errs in life introduces unholiness into the 
holy body and bride of Christ.



WHAT SINS ARE GROUNDS
FOR DISCIPLINE?

Someone can be disciplined when he/she does not keep 
the promises made at public confession of faith.

1. Do you acknowledge the doctrine contained in the Old 
and New Testaments and in the Articles of the Christian 
faith and taught here in this Christian church to be the 
true and complete doctrine of salvation? 

2. Have you resolved by the grace of God to adhere to this 
doctrine; to reject all heresies repugnant thereto; and to 
lead a new, godly life? 

3. Will you submit to church government, and in case you 
should become delinquent (which may God graciously 
forbid), to church discipline?



WHY IS SOMEONE 
DISCIPLINED FOR THESE SINS?

A member is not disciplined simply for any and 
every error in doctrine or life.
Discipline is applied to those who cause "public 
offense" in the church by their errors.
One creates offense by NOT REPENTING of his 
(or her) errors and sins.

"In the final analysis, there is only one sin which is 
worthy of censure: the sin of impenitence."

"Only when sin is not repented of is discipline invoked."

Herman Hanko



PRIVATE SIN vs PUBLIC SIN
Private sins are sins that only a few members 
of the church know about.
But, When does a private sin become public?  
How many have to know about it?
The circumstances must determine this. A sin
committed in a large congregation may remain
private, while in a small congregation it is soon
public even though the number of those who
know of the sin is the same. This must, in
individual cases, be decided with wisdom and
discretion on the basis of the general principle: a
private offense gives no offense to the
congregation as a whole.

Prof. H. Hanko, Notes on the Church Order



HOW SHOULD PRIVATE SINS 
BE DEALT WITH?

• FIRST STEP
Matthew 18:15 – Moreover if thy brother shall trespass
against thee, go and tell him his fault between thee and him
alone: if he shall hear thee, thou hast gained thy brother.

The one who is sinned against must go to the sinner.
Talk to him/her about the sin – not to anyone else.
Matthew 5:23-24, Galatians 6:1, I Peter 4:8.

This implies/involves at least four things:
Make clear to him his sin and why it is a sin
Purpose is reconciliation by removing the offense
Desire is to save the brother in the way of repentance
Approach him in humility (conscious of own sins)



I PET. 4:8 – And above all things have fervent 
charity among yourselves: for charity shall 

cover the multitude of sins.

GAL. 6:1 – Brethren, if a man be overtaken in 
a fault, ye which are spiritual, restore such an 

one in the spirit of meekness; considering 
thyself, lest thou also be tempted.

MATT. 5:23-24 - Therefore if thou bring thy 
gift to the altar, and there rememberest that 
thy brother hath ought against thee; Leave 

there thy gift before the altar, and go thy way; 
first be reconciled to thy brother, and then 

come and offer thy gift.



HOW SHOULD PRIVATE SINS 
BE DEALT WITH?

• SECOND STEP — Take 1 or 2 witnesses.
Matthew 18:16 — “But if he will not hear thee, then take
with thee one or two more, that in the mouth of two or three
witnesses every word may be established.”
Deuteronomy 19:15 — “One witness shall not rise up
against a man for any iniquity, or for any sin, in any sin that
he sinneth: at the mouth of two witnesses, or at the mouth of
three witnesses, shall the matter be established.”

The Role of Witnesses:
To determine if the individual has indeed sinned.
If so, to point out to him that he is indeed guilty of sin.
To witness that Matthew 18 was properly carried out.

If he repents, the matter is finished – see Article 73.



DISCIPLINE of BAPTIZED
(Non-Confessing) MEMBERS

Question:  Can a non-confessing member (someone who 
is baptized, but who has not made public confession of 
faith) be disciplined?

Answer:
Discipline is applied in that they are visited by the 
elders, admonished, called to repentance, etc.
But not all the regular steps of discipline are applied 
(these are only applied to confessing members).
If one remains impenitent, he is not excommunicated.  
Instead, Erasure of a Baptized Member takes place.



DISCIPLINE and CHURCH 
MEMBERSHIP PAPERS

Questions:
May a member escape discipline by leaving the church before 
discipline begins or while it is being done?
May a consistory refuse a member’s request for membership 
papers, so that the consistory can continue with discipline?

Answer:
A request for membership papers must be granted.  Church 
membership is a matter of someone’s personal choice.
But the consistory should not approve it too quickly or easily.

Remind member of promises made at confession of faith.
Point out that the purpose of Christ’s discipline is to save.
Make clear that leaving the church is a serious sin.
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ARTICLE 73 of the Church Order

Secret sins of which the sinner repents,
after being admonished by one person
in private or in the presence of two or
three witnesses, shall not be laid
before the consistory.

SUMMARY: If a sinner repents of a 
private sin, the matter is finished.



EXPLANATION OF
ARTICLE 73

• If a sinner repents after step 1 of Matthew 18, or 
after steps 1 and 2 of Matthew 18, the sin should 
not be reported to the consistory.

• The reason is that the offense has been removed.  
Thus, there is no need for further discipline.

• Biblical Basis:
• Matt. 18:15-17 – you only proceed to the next 

step if the individual does not repent.
• I Peter 4:8 – in love for each other, the saints 

keep each others’ sins private and small.



Conclusion To Articles 72-73
Prof. Hanko: "The saints are mutually
responsible for exercising discipline
over each other. … All believers have
a direct part in this important work. It
must be not only negative, but also
positive. Believers must, among
themselves, not only admonish one
another because of sin; they must
also encourage one another, bear
each other’s burdens, and aid each
other in the difficult battle of faith."




