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No Way Out
Jake knew his life was in peril. What

started as a great day of fun and adventure was
now one of terror and loss. As he clung to the
overturned hull of a chartered fishing vessel, his
thoughts turned to how he would change his
life, if he could somehow escape the stormy
waters that sought to engulf him. He was on the
verge of drowning. The numbness in his feet
and hands warned him that hypothermia must
be setting in. How much time did he have?
What chance of rescue?

Forty miles away, in the coastal city from
which Jake had sailed with his friends earlier
that day, Rich sat in his office with his head in
his hands. “How had she ever found out?” That
was the question plaguing his mind on the wet,
cold afternoon. It started out innocent enough,
but somehow the relationship with Beth, his
attractive twenty-one-year-old secretary, had
gotten out of control, and now his wife knew!

“What if the kids found out? Or any of the
guys in my men’s prayer group!” To complicate
matters, Rich knew he didn’t want to give up
the pleasures he was enjoying on his “golf
Saturdays.” And besides, Beth could potentially
claim sexual harassment if he made her mad.
Then where would he be? No job, no future…
humiliated! Rich felt trapped. How much time
did he have? What chance of rescue?

A Desperate Situation
Jake…

“How far out were they? Four hours of
running at around ten or twelve knots…that
would mean at least forty or fifty miles. No land
in sight. No other boats. A Coast Guard
helicopter could be here in minutes if they just
knew.”

Had the operator sent out a call before the
vessel swamped and rolled? Jake hadn’t seen the
ship’s captain or any of his friends after being
tossed into the frigid water. He wondered if he
was alone. Had his friends already drowned or
were they over on the other side, clinging as he
was, or drifting away on pieces of wreckage?

In this cold, he couldn’t hang on long.
“Does anybody know how desperate I am? Can
anyone help me?”

Rich…
“Hello, this is Rich.” Rich swallowed hard
when he heard his pastor’s voice on the other
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fortable. He admitted that if the girl were to come
walking back into his life, he would be happy.

Sin goes much deeper than just attitudes
(anger, disappointment, lust, self-pity) and
behavior (ignoring one’s spouse, fornication,
gluttony, preaching angry sermons). It is true
that attitudes and behaviors must change and
reflect godliness. Yet, such attitudes arise from a
heart that wants to remain in control and be
independent (which amounts to pride) and
that looks to things in this life (job, ministry,
marriage, attractive appearance) to make life
meaningful and happy (which is unbelief or
misplaced belief). The attachment that our
proud and unbelieving hearts have to the
things of this life (some good and some evil) is
basically idolatrous. We worship, treasure, and
trust in that which is not the triune, living God.
Ultimately, what we want and that which we
worship have to change. From the heart flow
such evil attitudes and behaviors. Our hearts
are hardened, darkened, and deceived, and they
also possess (and are possessed by) idols.

Sometimes what our idols are is very clear
to us. At other times we are only sensitive to
the presence of sinful affections or passions, or
we have a state of mind and actions that are
marked by anxiety, worry, anger, bitterness,
depression, or fear. We may not be clear on the
cause, but more than likely it is a sinful and
idolatrous view of life that needs to change. We
need to identify and locate our idols. Another
way of understanding the connecting link
between sin and idols is to read carefully Paul's
words in Romans 6. Paul shows how sin always
leads to our being dominated. It takes many
forms (rebellion, disobeying God, falling short),
but it is also seen in terms of idolatrous
bondages that we have had a part in forming.
The good news is that through Christ we can
repent and no longer worship our idols.

One last thought: God loves idolaters! He
sent his Son to die for idolaters. Jesus receives
idolaters. So what must idolaters do? Trust in
Jesus. We need do nothing else but flee to Jesus
Christ. Perhaps someone will say, “I did this but
my idol is back and I am worshiping at its
shrine. How can I go to Jesus again?”
Repentance is really the same thing as faith;
faith is always repentant. All we need do is 
repent. It is not a work or a prerequisite for

coming to Jesus. It is how we must come.
Repentant faith and faith-filled repentance
continue to be necessary for us. Our idols will
seek our worship again and again. So we must
flee to Jesus again and again. How can we break
the power of idolatry and sin? By going to the
cross of Jesus Christ and nowhere else. He was
killed for what we deserve as idolaters. Change
occurs only when we come to and believe on
Jesus. Then the attraction and pleasurable offers
of our idols are unmasked for what they really
are. Jesus removes the lie and opens our eyes to
see what treasure is inherently valuable. Lives
of growing obedience, purpose, and love are
built on this foundation. “By faith Moses chose
to be mistreated along with the people of God,
rather than to enjoy the pleasure of sin for a short
time. He regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ
to be of greater riches than all the treasure of Egypt,
because he was looking ahead to his reward”
(Heb. 11:24-26). When we trust in Jesus, our
eyes are open to the lies of our idols and we can
stay close to the One who alone is the rightful
object of all our worship, glory, and praise.

Idol-Detecting Questions
These questions are geared to help you

detect where your idols might be.

What do I not have in my life that, if I only
had, I believe would make me happy?

What do I now have, that, if taken away,
would leave me unhappy or devastated?

What do I have now that I spend a lot of time
maintaining and would struggle to keep?

What is it that I now have in my life that I
can't live without?

Idol-Destroying Truth and Love
These passages are geared to clear your mind

and heart, and to bring you to the Lord of life.

Who is the alternative?
Psalm 73:21-28
Matthew 13:44-46
Philippians 3:7-10
Jeremiah 9:23; 17:1-14
2 Corinthians 8:9; 9:8-15
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disciples seemed to have a recurring interest in
which one of them would be the greatest, even
arguing about it during the Last Supper!

Pastor John went on to explain how
people often misunderstand Jesus’ teaching
here because they don’t understand that the
disciples’ question provides the context for the
rest of the passage. Jesus is answering a specific
question, which, at its heart, deals with the
theme of relationships within the kingdom.

Rich read the next several verses. The
pastor noted how gentle Jesus was in his
teaching by using the example of a little child
he beckoned to join them. This child, Jesus
says, has believed in him for eternal life. The
passage then goes on to talk about the great
sinfulness of sin (vv. 6-9) and how Christians
have a special relationship to God, even when
they are tempted by sin (v. 10).

Rich was waiting for the pastor to get to
the bottom line in order to open the door for
Linda to tell him all about Rich’s sin. He started
thinking of excuses for his behavior. Pastor
John then asked Linda if she would read verses
12-14, the parable of the lost sheep.

“What do you think?” Linda began
reading. “If a man owns a hundred sheep, and
one of them wanders away, will he not leave the
ninety-nine on the hills and go to look for the
one that wandered off? And if he finds it, I tell
you the truth, he is happier about that one
sheep than about the ninety-nine that did not
wander off. In the same way, your Father in
heaven is not willing that any of these little
ones should be lost.”

Rich again was perplexed. What does a
story about evangelism have to do with this
situation? As if reading his mind, Pastor John
said, “You have probably heard sermons or read
things about this parable that assume it is
talking about evangelism. Because it uses the
word ‘lost,’ most people think it is talking about
seeking and saving those who have not placed

their trust in Jesus for eternal life. But in
context, it cannot mean that for several reasons.

“First, in response to the question posed in
verse one, remember that Jesus is talking about
the relationships of those who are saved and
within the kingdom. Second, notice that he
carries the example he used earlier of a ‘little
child’ into this parable, and Jesus refers to ‘these
little ones’ as people who believe in him.  

“Third, the word ‘sheep’ is used through-
out Scripture as referring to those who are a
part of the family, his family. In other words,
they are those who have believed. For example,
in John 10:14-16, Jesus says, ‘I am the good
shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know
me—just as the Father knows me and I know
my Father—and I lay down my life for the
sheep!’ Also, in verses 27-30 of that same
chapter, he proclaims, ‘My sheep listen to my 

voice; I know them, and they follow me. I give
them eternal life, and they shall never perish;
no one can snatch them out of my hand. My
Father who has given them to me, is greater
than all; no one can snatch them out of my
Father’s hand. I and the Father are one.’”

Pastor John continued, “If we understand
that this parable is directed toward believers
who need rescuing from sin, it should be a great
comfort to us. Jesus uses it to convince us that
when a beloved believer, one of his flock, falls
into sin, extraordinary efforts should be made to
bring him back into fellowship. That action,
Linda, goes directly to the point of your
question.”

Linda nodded, but then shared, “While I
see God’s motive for seeking to restore one of
his children from sin, I don’t understand how
that can be accomplished.”

John responded, “That’s what we come to
next—the means and methods that Christians
are to use to make the rescue! The process
described in Matthew 18:15-20—what we call
‘church discipline’—is actually God’s search
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end of the phone. He couldn’t believe it! Linda
had called their pastor asking what she should
do if she knew a professing Christian was
caught in sin. Now the pastor was calling to ask
if he could meet with the two of them to discuss
Linda’s question!

What was going on? Pastor John hadn’t
said anything specific. How much had Linda
told him? “Well, sure…ah….Okay, Pastor John,
tonight at 7:30 would be fine. We will be
expecting you.”

The Rescue Operation
Jake…

As Jake struggled to inch around the edge
of the vessel, he caught a glimpse of something
in the air. Soon a Coast Guard helicopter was
hovering right over his head. Jake’s heart
pounded as he watched an orange-colored mesh
basket dropping towards him. Everything was
okay—he was being saved!

As the large basket lowered into the water
next to him, Jake realized he would have to let
go of the boat’s hull and reach over to the
floating basket. The ocean’s swells kept every-
thing moving, and his arms felt like lead.  He
was so cold and tired he could barely move.
Were he to let go of the boat, he feared he
would immediately sink straight down.

If only he had strapped on the life vest
tucked behind his tackle box. He had never
paid much attention to following rules or
taking precautions. After all, he was young and
strong. What would ever come his way that he
couldn’t handle? Now Jake’s cockiness was
something of the past. He felt helpless.

Rich…
Even if Linda hadn’t told Pastor John

anything specific, she must have said enough to
prompt him to plan this face-to-face meeting.
And certainly tonight it would all come out—
all the details of his affair. Then everything
would come tumbling down.

“What a mess! What can the pastor do to
me? Probably something along the lines of that
church discipline stuff! I’ll be kicked out of the
church and publicly humiliated. Linda will
probably want a divorce, and I’ll hardly ever see
the kids again.” Rich felt like he was on the
verge of drowning. He felt helpless.

Saved by the Sacrifice of Another
Jake…

Lifting his head skyward, Jake wanted to
yell that he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t grab the
basket and pull himself to safety. There was no
way he could save himself. Then he saw a man
jumping out of the helicopter! “I can’t rescue
myself,” Jake thought, “so some Coast Guardsman
is risking his life for mine.”

With powerful, confident strokes, Petty
Officer Doug James swam to Jake and relayed
the plan to get him on board the hovering
helicopter. Within minutes Jake was flying
above the waves, wrapped in a warm blanket,
and receiving first-rate care from several Coast
Guardsmen. He was the only survivor.

Rich…
That evening, Pastor John sat across from

Rich and Linda in their living room. He shared
that he had come because he sensed from his
conversation with Linda that something serious
was going on. After beginning with a short
prayer, he opened his Bible and read from
Ezekiel 34 in order to explain his responsibility
to faithfully shepherd them. “I will search for
the lost and bring back the strays. I will bind up
the injured and strengthen the weak….”

Rich was hearing, but his mind was in a
fog. “What did this passage have to do with
Linda’s question? Or with him?”

Pastor John explained, “Linda, the ques-
tion you asked about a believer caught in sin is
at the very heart of the whole message of the
Bible. When someone has placed his trust in
Christ and has professed that faith publicly in
joining the church, he has become part of God’s
flock, of God’s family. A special relationship has
formed—a bond—and the church is called on
in a very special way to be there whenever one
of its members finds himself in danger,
especially when sin has taken him captive.”

Pastor John flipped in his Bible to chapter
18 of Matthew and asked Rich if he would
begin reading at verse one.  Rich read, “At that
time the disciples came to Jesus and asked,
‘Who is the greatest in the kingdom of
heaven?’”

The pastor stopped Rich. He explained
that the whole rest of the chapter is a response
to that question. Rich remembered that the

It’s only when sin continues that the full weight 
and authority of Christ, acting through the church,

comes into play.
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into the kitchen to answer it. “Rich, it’s Jake.
You’re not going to believe what happened to
me today. I would have drowned if I hadn’t
been rescued!”

Rich responded, “Jake, I can believe it
because I think I am about to be rescued
myself.”

Friend, do you feel like you are playing the
game of the hypocrite, professing to faith in Christ,
yet swimming in the stormy waters of unrepentant
sin?  The church is there to rescue you. The biblical
process of loving confrontation and the involvement
of others to help you come to your senses is God’s
plan for eternal good in your life, now and forever.  
Seek out a church that lovingly practices church
discipline, submit to their authority by becoming a
member, and reap the rewards God intends for you.
If you are already a member of a church but don’t 

know if it practices church discipline, go to your
church leaders and ask them. Share with them what
you have learned in this article. 

Additional Resources
For further insight into the biblical

principles, purposes, and practice of church disci-
pline, the following resources are recommended:

Handbook of Church Discipline by Jay E. Adams,
Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1986.

The Peacemaker—A Biblical Guide to Resolving
Personal Conflict by Ken Sande, Baker Books,
Grand Rapids, 1997.

That We May Share His Holiness—A Fresh
Approach to Church Discipline by James T.
(Tommy) South, Bible Guides, Abilene, 1997.
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and rescue plan for seeking to restore a brother
or sister lost in his or her sin.

“These steps guide us in responding
appropriately to someone based on the nature
of his sin and his spiritual readiness to respond.
According to verse 15, the person most affected
by the sin should initiate a personal, private
discussion with this individual. The process
slowly progresses to include others, if, and only
if, the person being confronted is unwilling to
listen, turn, and repent.”

Rich jumped in, “You mean, if someone
immediately repents and confesses to that one
person, no one else needs to be involved or
even hear about the situation?”

“In most circumstances,” John replied,
“that’s right. The matter is finished and over
with if his confession is genuine, and if he stops
sinning, does all he can to change, and makes
whatever restitution is necessary to the one he’s
wronged. If he has sinned against others, he
needs to demonstrate his repentance and
confess his sins to them as well.

“Only in the case that he refuses to
listen—that is, if he fails to acknowledge his sin
and his need to repent, confess, and receive
forgiveness—would the person who was
wronged proceed to the next steps. I’ll never
forget what one of my seminary professors said
about the purpose of church discipline. He said,
‘Discipline is not just an exercise of negative
judgment, a matter of church courts and
censures. It begins with the care of friends with
whom we strive to follow Christ, and to whom
we are, in a measure, accountable.’1 It’s only
when sin continues that the full weight and
authority of Christ, acting through the church,
comes into play. And that can be a powerful 
force to turn a Christian away from his sin.

“Rich, are you familiar with the story in 1
Corinthians chapter 5 of the man caught in
sexual sin?” Rich mumbled that he was.

Pastor John continued, “The thing I like
best about chapter 18 of Matthew is what
comes right after Jesus has taught the steps of
the search and rescue plan. Peter, old loveable
Peter, after hearing all this, asks Jesus, ‘Lord,
how many times shall I forgive my brother
when he sins against me? Up to seven times?’
This uneducated fisherman gets it! He realizes
that what Jesus has been talking about is
forgiveness, a rescue plan that leads to
restoration and reconciliation. Where sin has 

built barriers, forgiveness tears them down!
“Then Jesus tells one of the most powerful

parables recorded in Scripture, the parable of
the unmerciful servant. God’s forgiveness is
unimaginably expansive! And because he has
forgiven each of us so much, how much more
should we be ready and willing to forgive those
who have sinned against us?”

“It all fits,” Linda said. “It’s almost as if
those two parables that express God’s great love
for his sheep serve as bookends to support the
‘book’ you’re talking about—God’s search and
rescue plan found in verses 15-20!”

“Yes! And it’s amazing to me,” remarked
Pastor John, “how everybody loves those
bookends, but turns up his nose at God’s
greatest expression of care—the book supported
between them! Can you imagine how crazy it
would be for a Coast Guard helicopter rescue
team to fly out, hover over a sinking vessel with
injured and near-death sailors, and merely yell
to them, pointing in the direction of the land so
they could begin swimming?

“No! Of course not! What does that
helicopter crew do? They lower a rescue basket,
and if the survivors are about to slip away and
can’t climb into that basket, the pilot commands
one of his crewmen to jump out and risk his
own life to save those who are about to perish.
In Ezekiel 34, that is exactly what the
shepherds of Israel failed to do—jump out and
seek the lost and bind up the wounds of the
injured.”

Just then the phone rang. Rich walked

Where sin has built barriers,
forgiveness tears them down!

_______________________________________________
1Edmond P. Clowney, The Church (Downers Grove:
InterVarsity Press, 1995).
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wronged. If he has sinned against others, he
needs to demonstrate his repentance and
confess his sins to them as well.

“Only in the case that he refuses to
listen—that is, if he fails to acknowledge his sin
and his need to repent, confess, and receive
forgiveness—would the person who was
wronged proceed to the next steps. I’ll never
forget what one of my seminary professors said
about the purpose of church discipline. He said,
‘Discipline is not just an exercise of negative
judgment, a matter of church courts and
censures. It begins with the care of friends with
whom we strive to follow Christ, and to whom
we are, in a measure, accountable.’1 It’s only
when sin continues that the full weight and
authority of Christ, acting through the church,
comes into play. And that can be a powerful 
force to turn a Christian away from his sin.

“Rich, are you familiar with the story in 1
Corinthians chapter 5 of the man caught in
sexual sin?” Rich mumbled that he was.

Pastor John continued, “The thing I like
best about chapter 18 of Matthew is what
comes right after Jesus has taught the steps of
the search and rescue plan. Peter, old loveable
Peter, after hearing all this, asks Jesus, ‘Lord,
how many times shall I forgive my brother
when he sins against me? Up to seven times?’
This uneducated fisherman gets it! He realizes
that what Jesus has been talking about is
forgiveness, a rescue plan that leads to
restoration and reconciliation. Where sin has 

built barriers, forgiveness tears them down!
“Then Jesus tells one of the most powerful

parables recorded in Scripture, the parable of
the unmerciful servant. God’s forgiveness is
unimaginably expansive! And because he has
forgiven each of us so much, how much more
should we be ready and willing to forgive those
who have sinned against us?”

“It all fits,” Linda said. “It’s almost as if
those two parables that express God’s great love
for his sheep serve as bookends to support the
‘book’ you’re talking about—God’s search and
rescue plan found in verses 15-20!”

“Yes! And it’s amazing to me,” remarked
Pastor John, “how everybody loves those
bookends, but turns up his nose at God’s
greatest expression of care—the book supported
between them! Can you imagine how crazy it
would be for a Coast Guard helicopter rescue
team to fly out, hover over a sinking vessel with
injured and near-death sailors, and merely yell
to them, pointing in the direction of the land so
they could begin swimming?

“No! Of course not! What does that
helicopter crew do? They lower a rescue basket,
and if the survivors are about to slip away and
can’t climb into that basket, the pilot commands
one of his crewmen to jump out and risk his
own life to save those who are about to perish.
In Ezekiel 34, that is exactly what the
shepherds of Israel failed to do—jump out and
seek the lost and bind up the wounds of the
injured.”

Just then the phone rang. Rich walked

Where sin has built barriers,
forgiveness tears them down!

_______________________________________________
1Edmond P. Clowney, The Church (Downers Grove:
InterVarsity Press, 1995).
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