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PART III 

FELLOWSHIP AND DISFELLOWSHIP 

We often speak of “fellowship” as recognition of someone as a fellow Christian. 

In this sense, we can be in fellowship with someone we hardly know. Of course, within a 

local congregation, “fellowship” includes actually relating to someone as a fellow 

Christian, that is, worshipping together, serving together, and even eating together. 

The New Testament contains several passages that deal with disfellowshipping 

men and women from the church. Obviously, these passages should naturally fit together 

with our previous discussion regarding who is a member of the church, that is, who is 

saved. 

Logically, we’d expect two kinds of limitations on fellowship. First, manifestly 

someone who has never been saved or who is plainly no longer saved cannot be accorded 

the privileges of a citizen of the Kingdom. On the other hand, some lost people are to be 

treated very nearly as the saved, because they are seeking God. These individuals are 

students or family members who are open to our plea, even if they’ve not yet accepted it. 

Not all lost people are to be treated as enemies. 

However, some among the lost are outright enemies of God, seeking to draw the 

saved away from Jesus, to lead into temptation, or to sow division. We plainly must flee 

from such opponents of Jesus and warn others to do the same. 

Another class we are to disfellowship are those who are saved but who are in 

jeopardy of losing their salvation. Generally, if a fellow believer is struggling with his 

faith or his penitence we should patiently and gently encourage him. However, there may 

come a point where sterner measures are called for, as we’ll discuss. 

A. Those struggling to repent 

In 2 Thessalonians and 1 Corinthians we read of a withdrawal of fellowship for 

the purpose of encouraging repentance. 

 (2 Thes. 3:14-15) If anyone does not obey our instruction in 
this letter, take special note of him. Do not associate with him, in 
order that he may feel ashamed. Yet do not regard him as an 
enemy, but warn him as a brother. 

Plainly, this form of disassociation is not to separate the lost from the saved, as 

the sinner is still our brother. Rather, the goal is to shame him into repentance. In other 

words, this is a remedy for a brother whose commitment to penitence is so weak that he is 

in danger of losing his soul 

 (1 Cor. 5:1-5) It is actually reported that there is sexual 
immorality among you, and of a kind that does not occur even 
among pagans: A man has his father's wife. And you are proud!  

 Shouldn't you rather have been filled with grief and have put 
out of your fellowship the man who did this? … 
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 When you are assembled in the name of our Lord Jesus … 
hand this man over to Satan, so that the sinful nature may be 
destroyed and his spirit saved on the day of the Lord. 

Again, the goal is for the brother’s soul to be saved in the end. This can only 

happen if he repents. And the only response to penitence is forgiveness  

(2 Cor. 2:6-8) The punishment inflicted on him by the majority 
is sufficient for him. Now instead, you ought to forgive and comfort 
him, so that he will not be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. I 
urge you, therefore, to reaffirm your love for him. 

As we learned earlier, one requirement for a Christian remaining saved is for him 

to remain true to his repentance. In those cases where the Christian refuses to repent, it 

may be necessary to withdraw fellowship as a form of “tough love.” If fear of damnation 

is not enough to encourage him to straighten out his life, perhaps fear of losing his friends 

and the comforts of the church will be enough. 

 (Matt. 18:15-17) “If your brother sins against you, go and show 
him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you 
have won your brother over. But if he will not listen, take one or 
two others along, so that ‘every matter may be established by the 
testimony of two or three witnesses.’  

 “If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he 
refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a 
pagan or a tax collector.” 

Jesus spoke this lesson immediately after telling the parable of the lost sheep, 

where the concern is that none of the 100 sheep be “lost.” Hence, the primary reference is 

to a sin that threatens damnation. The concern is therefore a failure to repent, and so the 

goal is repentance. And the attitude is love. 

A few limitations— 

• You cannot disfellowship someone not in fellowship (and you can be 

sued!)
47

 

• It doesn’t work unless the love and community of the congregation is so 

intense that losing it would be unbearable to the one being disciplined. 

• Each of these passages deals with a sin the Christian knows to be a sin. 

None deals with an honest disagreement over doctrine (Romans 14 gives 

the rule for such disagreements.)   

                                                 

47
 American courts generally refuse to interfere with church discipline, as the First Amendment largely 

protects church internal affairs from governmental interference and because the person being disciplined 

has implicitly submitted to whatever forms of discipline are customary in that church. However, once the 

member has withdrawn from the congregation, church discipline is no longer internal and no longer 

consented to. Hence, an eldership can become subject to suit for invasion of privacy, slander, or outrage if 

the eldership attempts to discipline someone who no longer considers himself a member. 
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It would be absurd to disfellowship anyone guilty of any sin. No one would be left 

in the church to turn off the lights! Rather, this sort of discipline is limited to sins of such 

severity that Hebrews 10:26-27 puts the sinner’s soul in jeopardy. 

Consider 1 Timothy 4:2, which teaches that a conscience can be “seared as with a 

hot iron” and no longer capable of being brought to repentance (Heb. 6:4-6, too). 

Therefore, it’s imperative that an eldership not wait too long.  

Disfellowshipping too soon can lead to resentment and anger from other church 

members. Clearly, the church’s leaders must try personal pleas (as described in Matthew 

18) and exhortation before disfellowshipping an impenitent member, but if the leaders 

wait too long, the member will have withdrawn from the church voluntarily, made other 

friends, and built up such a wall of psychological defenses that disfellowshipping will be 

futile.  

The teachings we’ve just studied are commands. Pray that you are never faced 

with this situation, but when it arises, lovingly, gently, and patiently do what you have to 

do to rescue a soul in jeopardy of being irredeemably lost. God will never refuse to 

forgive, but a sinner can become so distant from God that he will never repent. Pray such 

a thing never happens on your watch! 

B. Those no longer penitent 

Plainly, people who are impenitent, living as unregenerate cannot be treated as 

though they are Christians. But this is for extreme cases. We often cannot tell who is 

struggling and who has abandoned Jesus altogether 

 (2 Tim. 3:2-5) People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of 
money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, 
ungrateful, unholy, without love, unforgiving, slanderous, without 
self-control, brutal, not lovers of the good, treacherous, rash, 
conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God—having a 
form of godliness but denying its power. Have nothing to do with 
them. 

Fairly read, this passage has nothing to do with people who honestly disagree over 

use of the instrument in worship or whether a church may build a fellowship hall with 

church money. Rather, these sinners are plainly enemies of the faith—they deny the 

power of God! 

Jesus warns us against the same problem. 

 (Matt. 7:15-17) “Watch out for false prophets. They come to 
you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. By 
their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick grapes from 
thornbushes, or figs from thistles? Likewise every good tree bears 
good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit.” 

 (Matt. 10:16) “I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. 
Therefore be as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves.” 

If there’s any doubt, we treat the sinner as a brother in need of correction, not an 

enemy to be ejected. After all, only God can truly know someone’s heart. We are 
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cautioned by the Parable of the Tares that we may have to wait until Judgment Day to 

know exactly who is truly saved and who is not. Sometimes that judgment is beyond our 

wisdom and we dare not risk treating a saved person as lost and casting him out of the 

Kingdom as though damned. Jesus paid too high of a price for us to treat souls so 

casually! 

On the other hand, we can’t be stupid. Enemies of the faith are to be expelled. 

C. Those without faith 

 (2 John 1:7, 9-11) Many deceivers, who do not acknowledge 
Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh, have gone out into the world. 
… Anyone who runs ahead and does not continue in the teaching 
of Christ does not have God; whoever continues in the teaching 
has both the Father and the Son.   

If anyone comes to you and does not bring this teaching, do 
not take him into your house or welcome him. Anyone who 
welcomes him shares in his wicked work. 

As we’ve earlier discussed, this passage is all about the divinity of Jesus and the 

gospel (which is what we must believe and confess to be saved). Anyone who denies the 

faith is certainly appropriately excluded from the fellowship of the church. 

D. Those guilty of legalism or creedalism 

Another reason to disfellowship is denial of the doctrine of grace. 

 (Rom. 16:17) I urge you, brothers, to watch out for [KJV 
“mark”] those who cause divisions and put obstacles in your way 
that are contrary to the teaching you have learned. Keep away 
from them. 

Again, the meaning of “the teaching you have learned” must be gathered from the 

context. If we must “mark” all who disagree with us on any point of doctrine, we must 

mark most of our fellow elders and even our wives and children! Some pick and choose 

what “teaching” is based on what’s a hot topic in the church periodicals. Clearly, this is 

not what Paul had in mind. 

In fact, the “teaching you have learned” is plainly the teaching Paul just taught! 

The opposite of this teaching is to “cause divisions and put obstacles in your way.” 

Hence, Paul is referring to his teaching against divisions—which just happens to be the 

topic of the immediately preceding chapters 14-15. 

Therefore, if we divide contrary to Romans 15:7 (“Accept one another, then, just 

as Christ accepted you … .”), we are to be marked! Ironic? 

Rather than casting out all who disagree with us on doctrines that are emotionally 

hot and tolerating disagreement on doctrines that don’t stir the emotions, we are to be 

united based on faith, repentance, and baptism—and refusal to do this is a ground to be 

driven from the church! 

Paul gives a similar instruction in Titus. 
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 (Titus 3:9-11) But avoid foolish controversies and genealogies 
and arguments and quarrels about the law, because these are 
unprofitable and useless. Warn a divisive person once, and then 
warn him a second time.  After that, have nothing to do with him. 
You may be sure that such a man is warped and sinful; he is self-
condemned. 

Who is “divisive”? Plainly, anyone who works to divide brother from brother. 

And who is a brother? Any baptized, penitent believer who is still a penitent believer. 

If I demand that someone who uses an instrument be disfellowshipped even 

though he is a baptized, penitent believer and gives every evidence of being an honest 

follower of Jesus, am I a purifier? or a divider?  

However, the division being condemned isn’t just over doctrine. It can also be 

caused by personalities, egos, jealousy, or any number of other sins. Regardless of the 

cause, fomenting division is repeatedly, strongly condemned. 

E. Conclusions 

We are instructed to disfellowship in these and only these cases: 

• When a Christian fails to be penitent (is guilty of intentional sin), to shame 

him into the penitence necessary to protect his soul. 

• When a former Christian lives an utterly impenitent life and so brings 

danger to the church. 

• When a former Christian has given up his faith. 

• When a Christian rejects the doctrine of grace in order to sow division or 

seeks to divide brother from brother for any other reason. 

This list obviously closely parallels the understanding of grace we’ve covered in 

the preceding chapters. Fellowship is based on the elements of salvation we’ve discussed 

earlier, and loss of one of those elements can lead to being disfellowshipped. 

The one exceptional case is someone not yet lost who is struggling with his 

penitence. Such a Christian is to be excluded, not because he’s lost, but to shame him into 

repentance. I would think the same logic would apply to someone who is struggling with 

his faith or who denies grace. It’s hard to imagine a case where someone could be 

shamed into faith in the same way that one might be shamed into repentance. On the 

other hand, someone struggling with imposing extra rules as conditions of salvation may 

well profit from being disfellowshipped—and far better to suffer the embarrassment of 

being disfellowshipped than to be lost! 

Now, this list excludes some practices that have become quite common. First, an 

impenitent but still-saved Christian may only be disfellowshipped by his own 

congregation. The procedures for this are described in some detail, and they plainly do 

not involve an eldership disciplining another congregation’s members. 
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Second, only rarely may a congregation disfellowship another congregation when 

they disagree, for example, over how they spend church funds or how they conduct their 

worship services. It would be a most usual circumstance when a congregation’s decision 

on how to worship God would make that church so utterly impenitent that we could 

confidently declare its members lost in their sins.  

Plainly, a disagreement over instrumental music or how often to take the Lord’s 

Supper would not rise to this level. On the other hand, if a church were to adopt ritual 

prostitution or child sacrifice, I think we could clearly consider them outside the 

Kingdom of Heaven. I suppose we could ponder this one long enough to figure exactly 

where the line is drawn, but the fact is that virtually no congregations of the Churches of 

Christ could be considered so impenitent as to be damned. Some are guilty of error, but 

they do what they do intending to honor God, and so they will stand, as promised in 

Romans 14. 

Just so, I’ve never even heard of a Church of Christ congregation that is without 

saving faith. Occasionally a rumor circulates to this effect, but these are just about always 

(if not always) groundless, resulting from a dispute over something else entirely.  

Obviously, however, some false teachings are particularly dangerous and must be 

dealt with. There are seminaries and universities that teach a form of Christianity that 

does, in fact, deny the faith and so destroy souls, but no Church of Christ-affiliated school 

fits in this category (yet). Those denominations that have such institutions are required to 

disassociate themselves entirely. 

Division contrary to the grace of God is another example, and many of our 

congregations are in fact guilty of this sin. Many of our schools of preaching and 

universities teach this error, and most others tolerate it. Indeed, we have periodicals and 

entire publishing houses dedicated to dividing brother from brother.  

We are told, however, not to honor this sin but to withdraw from it and mark 

those who are guilty of it. I’m deeply concerned that not only will these teachers, authors, 

and editors suffer condemnation for their wickedness, but so perhaps will those who are 

in a position to slow if not stop it, but who refuse protect the Lord’s sheep from this evil. 

We should fear God, not editors, and God tells us to stand against dividers for all 

we are worth. It’s time we did so. 

Discussion questions— 

1. Distinguish fellowship in the sense the author uses the word from social 

fellowship. What is the nature of fellowship in the sense used here? 

2. How might disfellowshipping an impenitent member bring him to repentance? 

In what circumstances would this not work? 

3. What steps should be followed in disfellowshipping an impenitent member? 

4. Have you ever known a church to disfellowship a member? Was it done in 

accordance with scripture? Did it work? 

5. How can we distinguish an impenitent lost member from an impenitent 

member who is not yet lost? Does that distinction affect how we are to treat that member? 
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6. Have you ever known a church to disfellowship someone within their 

congregation for being divisive? Someone not within their congregation? 

7. What’s the difference between being divisive and disagreeing with the elders 

on some point of doctrine? Or is there a difference? 

8. How would the Churches of Christ be different if they were to adopt the 

author’s interpretation of the doctrine of fellowship? Would this be a good thing? 

 


