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The following was Compiled by the Westminster Assembly, as part of the “Directory” they
Completed after their “Propositions” or “Form” of Presbyterial Church-Governemnt.

Supplementary Text from the Westminster Directory for Church Government.

The DIRECTORY for Church censures.

CHurch censures and Discipline, for judging and removing of offences, being of great use and
necessity in the Church, that the Name of God, by reason of ungodly and wicked persons living in
the Church, be not blasphemed, nor his wrath provoked against his people; that the Godly be not
leavened with, but preserved from the contagion, and stricken with fear; and that the sinners who are to
be censured, may be ashamed, to the destruction of the flesh, and saving of the Spirit in the day of the
Lord Jesus; We judge this course of proceeding therein to be requisite.

The order of proceeding with offenders who before excommunication
manifest Repentance.

‘ N 7 Hen the offence is private, the order of admonition prescribed by our Lord, Mat. 18.15, is in all
wisdom and love to be observed, that the offender may either be recovered by Repentance; Or,
if he add obstinacy or contempt to his fault, he may be cut off by Excommunication.

If the sin be publicly scandalous, and the sinner being examined, be judged to have the signs of
unfeigned Repentance, and nothing justly objected against it, when made known to the people, let him
be admitted to public confession of his sin, and manifestation of his Repentance before the
Congregation.

When the penitent is brought before the Congregation, the Minister is to declare his sin, whereby he
hath provoked God’s wrath and offended his People, his confession of it, and possession of unfeigned
Repentance for it, and of his resolution (through the strength of Christ) to sin no more, and his desire of
their Prayers for mercy, and grace to be kept from falling again into that or any the like sin: Of all



which the penitent also is to make a full and free expression, according to his ability.

Which being done, the Minister, after prayer to God for the penitent, is to admonish him to walk
circumspectly, and the people to make a right use of his fall, and rising again; And so, to declare that
the Congregation resteth satisfied.

The order of proceeding to Excommunication.

I i:Xcommunication being a shutting out of a Person from the Communion of the Church (and
therefore the greatest and last censure of the Church) ought not to be inflicted without great and
mature deliberation, nor till all other good means have been assayed.

Such errors as subvert the Faith, or any other errors which overthrow the power of Godliness, if the
party who holds them, spread them, seeking to draw others after him; and such sins in practice, as
cause the Name and Truth of God to be blasphemed, and cannot stand with the power of Godliness; and
such practices as in their own nature manifestly subvert that Order, Unity, and Peace, which Christ hath
established in his Church; Those being publicly known, to the just scandal of the Church, the sentence
of Excommunication shall proceed according to the Directory.

But the Persons who hold other errours in judgment about points wherein Learned and Godly men
possibly may, or do differ, and which subvert not the Faith, nor are destructive to Godliness; Or that be
guilty of such sins of infirmity, as are commonly found in the Children of God; Or, being otherwise
sound in the Faith and holy in Life (and so not falling under censure by the former Rules) endeavour to
keep the Unity of the Spirit in the bond of Peace, and do yet out of Conscience not come up to the
observation of all those Rules, which are or shall be established by Authority for regulating the outward
Worship of God, and Government of his Church, we do not decern to be such against whom the
sentence of Excommunication for these causes should be denounced.

When the sin becomes public and justly scandalous, the offender is to be dealt with by the
Eldership, to bring him to Repentance, and to such a manifestation thereof, as that his Repentance may
be public as the scandal: But if he remain obstinate, he is at last to be Excommunicated, and in the
mean time to be suspended from the Lord’s Supper.

And whereas there be divers and various judgments touching the power of Excommunication and
the proper subject thereof, we conceive that for clearing of difficulties, avoiding of offences,
preservation of Peace and such like, these following Directions are fit to be observed.

In the great and difficult cases of Excommunication, whether concerning Doctrine or conversation,
the Classical Presbytery upon the knowledge thereof, may examine the person, consider the nature of
the offence, with the aggravations thereof: and as they shall see just cause, may declare and decern that
he is to be excommunicated, which shall be done by the Eldership of that Congregation whereof he is a
member, with the consent of the Congregation, in this or the like manner.

As there shall be cause, several public admonitions shall be given to the offender (if he appear) and
prayers made for him.

When the offence is so heinous that it cries to Heaven for vengeance, wasteth the conscience, and is
generally scandalous, the censures of the Church may proceed with more expedition.

In the admonitions, let the fact be charged upon the offender, with the clear evidence of his guilt
thereof; Then, let the nature of his sin, the particular aggravations of it, the punishments and curses
threatened against it, the danger of impenitency, especially after such means used, the woeful condition
of them cast out from the favour of God and communion of the Saints, the great mercy of God in Christ



to the penitent, how ready and willing Christ is to forgive, and the Church to accept him upon his
serious repentance; Let these, or the like particulars be urged upon him, out of some suitable places of
the holy Scriptures.

The same particulars may be mentioned in Prayer, wherein the Lord is to be intreated to bless this
admonition to him, and to affect his heart with the consideration of these things, thereby to bring him
unto true Repentance.

If upon the last admonition and Prayer there be no evidence nor sign of his Repentance, let the
dreadful sentence of Excommunication be pronounced, with calling upon the name of God, in these or
the like expressions.

[ Speak this in the third Person, if the party be absent. ]

Whereas thou N. hast been by sufficient proof convicted of (here mention the Sin)
and, after due admonition and prayer remainest obstinate, without any evidence or sign
of true Repentance,; Therefore, in the Name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and before this
Congregation, I pronounce and declare thee N. Excommunicated, and shut out from the
communion of the Faithful.

Let the prayer accompanying Sentence be to this effect.

That God who hath appointed this terrible Sentence for removing offences, and reducing of
obstinate sinners, would be present with this his ordinance, to make it effectual to all these
holy ends, for which he hath appointed it, that this retaining of the offender’s sin, and
shutting him out of the Church, may fill him with fear and shame, break his obstinate heart,
and be a means to destroy the flesh, and to recover him from the power of the devil, that his
Spirit may yet be saved, that others also may be stricken with fear, and not dare to sin so
presumptuously, and that all such corrupt leaven being purged out of the Church (which is
the house of God) Jesus Christ may delight to dwell in the midst of them.

After the denunciation of this Sentence the people are to be warned, that they hold him to be cast
out of the communion of the Church, and to shun all communion with him. Nevertheless,
Excommunication dissolveth not the bonds of civil or natural relations, nor exempt from the duties
belonging to them.

This Sentence is likewise to be made known, Not only to that, but to any other Classis or
Congregation, as occasion shall require, by reason of his abode or conversing with them.

The order of proceeding to Absolution.

IF after excommunication, the signs of Repentance appear in the Excommunicated Person, such as
godly sorrow for sin, as having thereby incurred God’s heavy displeasure, occasioned grief to his
brethren, and justly provoked them to cast him out of their communion; together with a full purpose of
heart to turn from his sin unto God, and to reform what hath been amiss in him; with an humble desire
of recovering his peace with God and his People, and to be restored to the light of God’s countenance,
& the communion of the Church; He is to be brought before the Congregation, and there also to make
free confession of his sin with sorrow for it, to call upon God for mercy in Christ, to seek to be restored
to the communion of the Church; promising to God new obedience and to them more holy and
circumspect walking as becometh the Gospel: He is to be pronounced in the name of Christ absolved



and free from the censures of the Church, and declared to have right to all the ordinances of Christ,
with praising of God for his Grace, and Prayer that he may be fully accepted to his favour and hear joy
and gladness, to this effect.

To Praise God who delighteth not in the death of a sinner, but that he may repent and live, for
blessing the ordinance of Excommunication, and making it effectual by his Spirit to the recovering of
this offender, To magnify the mercy of God through Jesus Christ in pardoning and receiving to his
favour, the most grievous offenders, whensoever they unfeignedly repent and forsake their sins.

To pray for assurance of mercy and forgiveness to this Penitent, and so to bless his Ordinance of
Absolution, that he may find himself loosed thereby, and that the Lord would henceforth so uphold and
strengthen him by his Spirit, that being sound in the Faith, and holy in all manner of Conversation,
God may be honoured, the Church edified, and himself saved in the day of the Lord Jesus.

Then shall follow the sentence of Absolution, in these or the like words.

Whereas thou N. hast for thy sin been shut out from the Communion of the Faithful,
and hast now manifested thy Repentance, wherein the Church resteth satisfied, In the
Name of Jesus Christ, before this Congregation, | pronounce and declare thee absolved
from the sentence of Excommunication formerly denounced against thee, And do receive
thee to the Communion of the Church, and the free use of all the Ordinances of Christ,
that thou mayest be partaker of all his benefits to thy eternal salvation.

After this Sentence of Absolution, the Minister speaketh to him as to a Brother, exhorting him to
watch and pray, or comforting him if there be need; the elders embrace him, and the whole
Congregation holdeth communion with him as one of their own.

Although it be the duty of Pastors and other ruling officers to use all diligence and vigilancy both
by Doctrine and Discipline respectively for the preventing and purging out such Errors, Heresies,
Schisms, and scandals, as tend to the detriment and disturbance of the Church: Yet because it may fall
out through the pride and stubbornness of offenders, that these means alone will not be effectual to that
purpose; It is therefore necessary, after all this, to implore the aid of the Civil Magistrate, who ought to
use his coercive power for the suppressing of all such offences, and vindicating the discipline of the
Church from contempt.'

Q. 1. Is concern for the moral contagion of church members from ungodly men an anabaptist principle
A. No, the West. Assem. and Presbyterians had this concern, but w/o a reckless manner of directing it.

Q. 2. What errors of doctrine ought not ordinarily to result in the excommunication of church
members? A. Those “which subvert not the Faith, nor are destructive to Godliness.”

Q. 3. Does the excommunic. of a father, lender, etc. loose the obligations of a son, a debtor, etc? A. No.

Q. 4. What Scriptures support this policy of ‘absolution’? How is it like, and how diff., from Lk. 5.20?
A. The weightiness and close correspondence with God’s own judgment is seen in John 20.21-23 and Matth. 18.18.
In Luke 5.20, we see that there is evidence of a faith which implies repentance, and proves reconciliation and
forgiveness. But it differs in that Jesus has perfect assurance of the man’s state, and true power to forgive sins. (v. 24.)

1 This provision in the Directory is in accordance with the doctrine of the West. Conf. of Faith, chap. 23, section 3,
and with the practice of Presbyterian Scotland, where Excommunication was followed with civil consequences for
excommunicate persons who refused to reconcile with the Church of Jesus Christ. A demonstration of the
Biblical and Christian character of these provisions may be found in David Dickson’s Truth's Victory Over Error,
chapter 20, and chapter 23; as well as the RPCNA’s Overture On the Magistrate’s Duty Circa-Sacra. (1834.)



