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The Fact of Excommunication 

 

The process of church discipline is a sad and difficult process, but one to which the church must 

be faithful in order to truly love and honor the triune God and fulfill His command that we love 

others. The central passages on the issue are Matt 18:15-20, Gal 6:1 and 1 Cor 5. In the latter 

passage, Paul instructs the believers to excommunicate one of the members, and says that they 

are “not to even eat with such a one” (1 Cor 5:11, NASB). It is important for us to understand 

what Paul means here so that we might be faithful to God and to one another in the discipline 

process. 

 

Excommunication as Disassociation 

 

What is clear is that Paul instructs the church at Corinth is to excommunicate the unrepentant 

member (1 Cor 5:5, 7, 9, 13). This instruction is phrased several different ways. Paul says to 

“deliver such a one to Satan” (v. 5; cf. 1 Tim 1:20), “clean out the old leaven” of sin from the 

congregation (v. 7), “not associate with” the excommunicated (vv. 9, 11), and explicitly, to 

“remove the wicked man from among you” (v. 13). This clearly parallels the instructions from 

Jesus to the disciples in Matt 18:17 where if the unrepentant professing Christian refuses to listen 

to the reproof of the church, that person is to “be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector” (i.e., 

treated as outside of the covenant community). 

 

Paul most clearly explains what he means by this in 1 Cor 5:9 when he says that they are “not to 

associate” with the professing believer in sin. He makes similar statements in other letters: 

 

• “I appeal to you, brothers, to watch out for those who cause divisions and create 

obstacles contrary to the doctrine that you have been taught; avoid them.” (Rom 16:17, 

ESV) 

• “In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, we command you, brothers, to keep away from 

every brother who is idle and does not live according to the teaching you received from 

us. . . . 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.” (2 Thess 3:6, 14-15, ESV). 

 
In light of these passages from Paul and the instructions in Matthew 18:15-20, it seems that the 

central concept connected with excommunication is “disassociation.” Though the ultimate 

purpose is to persuade the erring member to repent (thus “warning him as a brother” in 1 Thess 

3:15), the unrepentant person is to be treated as an outsider, not “one of us.” This is important in 

light of the fact that Paul says he doesn't mean that they are “not to associate” with sinners in the 

world (1 Cor 5:10). Christians are to be “in the world” but not “of it” (John 17:13-19). Rather, 

they are disassociate with professing Christians who are living unrepentant in sin (1 Cor 5:11). 
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“Not to even Eat with such a One” 

 

In this context, Paul indicates that this disassociation should extend to “not eating” with the 

person (v. 11). Syntactically, “not eating” with the person in this context doesn't seem to be 

merely explaining non-association (“do not associate with them, by which I mean don't eat with 

them”). Rather, it seems to indicate the degree to which non-association should extend (“do not 

associate with them, and when I say this I mean go as far as not even eating with them”). 

 

In this context, the question is, does this mean that Paul is prescribing that we may never eat a 

meal with an excommunicated person? Probably Paul means that we are to disassociate with a 

person in sense of refusing them Christian fellowship. This extends at least to excluding them 

from the Lord's Supper, but may often include refusing to eat with the person at all as a way to 

express the withdrawing of Christian fellowship, though the literal meal is not the focus so much 

as the disassociation. 

 

Some Questions 

 

This raises three questions: 1. If we are to treat them as an unbeliever, should we not spend time 

with them to evangelize them? If we would eat a meal with an unbeliever to build a relationship 

with them for the sake of sharing the gospel, shouldn't we treat the excommunicated member the 

same way? 2. Is it possible that Paul is only referring to the communal meal that accompanied 

the Lord's Supper in the early church—the “love feast” or “agape feast”? 3. What if the person is 

a part of my family or a coworker? 

 

Regarding the first question, while it is true that we are to treat the excommunicated person as an 

unbeliever, we need to keep in mind that this is primarily with regard to considering them an 

outsider. There is a sense in which the excommunicated person is not like just any unbelievers in 

the sense that they are actually claiming to follow Christ. This is why Paul tells them, “I wrote to 

you not to associate with any so-called brother if he is an immoral person . . . [etc.]”  (1 Cor 5: 

11, emphasis added). They say that they belong in the church, which complicates the situation (as 

opposed to those who have no Christian profession). 

 

How is this situation different? R.C.H. Lenski say that “those who profess the faith and then 

again fall into open sin . . . are in an entirely different class. It is not their vice or their idolatry 

that put them into this separate class but their turning traitor to the faith—they have become 

renegades.”1 Perhaps we could compare this to a man who abandons his wife and divorces her. 

While his ex-wife should consider him a single person in the sense that she is no longer married 

to him, there is a sense in which the person who has violated the marriage covenant is not like 

just any other single person. Similarly, excommunicants are to be treated in general like an 

unbeliever, though not every way that we treat unbelievers applies to them because they have 

rejected the commands of God and the admonition of the community. 

 

This brings up a second and related consideration that is of more of a practical nature. By the 

time all of the stages of discipline have been carried out, the church as a whole as well as the 

individuals in it have hopefully done everything they can to persuade the sinning member to 

                                                 
1 Lenski, Interpretation of First Corinthians, 230. 
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repent, and apparently without any effect. After the excommunication is carried out, from the 

churches perspective, the member has resisted every attempt to respond to the situation 

positively. If discipline has been carried out rightly, there has been every chance to dialogue with 

the member, or to clear up any misunderstandings. If after all that, the member still stubbornly 

refuses to make any movement toward obedience to Christ there is really not much more that can 

be said. Sadly, at that point the conversation is simply over, being driven into the ground by the 

erring person's rejection of the church's admonition. While we should always be open to 

reengaging with the person if they should have a change of heart, without that occurring there is 

no reason to “hang out” casually with the person. 

 

Regarding the second question, while it is true that the believers in early churches had communal 

meals along with the communion, that doesn't seem to be in view here. For one thing, the 

passage highlights the extent to which non-association should be taken: “not even to eat with 

such a one” (1 Cor 5:11, emphasis added). The “even” seems to communicate that the extent is to 

an unexpected degree, namely to not “even” sharing a casual meal with the person, which would 

be a drastic measure. Second, there is no modifier to the instruction from Paul.2 It would be 

expected that if a restricted context were intended (the communal meals) as opposed to general 

practice, it would be made clear unless the immediate context stated otherwise. 

 

Regarding the third question, the most difficult situation in which discipline could be carried out 

must surely be the home. A similar dynamic might be present if a disciplined member were 

related to the believer through a job or other social situation. Perhaps it would help to ask, “what 

is the basis of this relationship?” It may be helpful to think of relating to the person on two 

different bases: on the basis of the commitment of your marriage covenant (or other social 

situation) and on the basis of Christian fellowship. 

 

It seems possible that if your spouse were to be put under the discipline of the church, you might 

be able to withdraw Christian fellowship from them while maintaining your marriage 

commitments to them. In this case, eating a meal with that person might communicate not that 

you have a relationship as fellow Christ-followers, but rather that you have a marriage 

relationship with that person. You might withdraw Christian fellowship in that case by refusing 

to pray or engage in spiritual disciplines with your spouse instead. The same thing might be true 

in the case of a child or coworker under church discipline. The “natural” relationship might 

remain even if Christian fellowship is withdrawn.3 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Paul's primary point that drives his application is that we should disassociate from the professing 

believer who is living in sin. The driving issue is what it means to withdraw Christian fellowship 

from a former member. To the degree that shared meals communicate and create that kind of 

                                                 
2 Lenski, 229. 
3 Of course, most likely the withdrawal of Christian fellowship would impact the “natural” relationship 

because we cannot absolutely segregate these parts of our lives. I am simply suggesting that the spouse who eats 

dinner with the disciplined member would not be disobeying Paul's instructions if they were taking seriously in their 

relationship the imperative to withdraw Christian fellowship. 
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fellowship, they should be refused. This at the very least would include the Lord's Supper, and 

probably also include casual shared meals. In some cases, such as when a family member or 

coworker is under the discipline of the church, it may be possible to share meals on the basis of 

the natural relationship without violating the instruction to disassociate and withdraw Christian 

fellowship. We don't want to become legalistic and focus on obeying the letter of Paul's 

instruction without understanding the underlying principle he is concerned with. However, in 

most cases it seems likely that a refusal to “even eat with such a one” in terms of casual shared 

meals may be a powerful means of communicating that disassociation which is Paul's primary 

concern in 1 Cor 5:11. 

 


