Church Discipline

Lesson 1: The Need for Church Discipline

Though church discipline is a very difficult area of doctrine it nevertheless rests upon the divine authority of Scripture and is vital to the purity, power, progress, and purpose of the church. The responsi​bility and necessity for discipline is not an option for the church if it obeys the Word of God, but a church must be equally concerned that Scrip​ture is care​fully followed in the practice of church discipline.

I. The Principle and Definition of Church Discipline
A. R.C. Sproul writes, “The church is called not only to a ministry of reconciliation, but a ministry of nurturing those within her gates. Part of that nurture includes church discipline.” 
B. The idea of church discipline is totally consistent with the basic purposes of the church—evangelism and edification. 
1. Church discipline edifies those within the body of Christ who are dominated by some area of sin so they can be free from its power through fellow​ship with Christ.
C. Author Carl Laney states, “Church discipline may be broadly defined as the con​frontive and corrective measures taken by church leaders or the congregation regarding a matter of sin in the life of a believer.”
D. Discipline in the church is not punishment. It is discipline and it is designed to train and restore.
II. The Pattern and Purpose for Discipline
A. The discipline of the church is first patterned after the fact that the Lord Himself disciplines His children (Heb. 12:6) and, as a father delegates part of the discipline of the children to the mother, so the Lord has delegated the disci​pline of the church family to the church itself (1 Cor. 5:12-13; 2 Cor. 2:6).
B. Discipline is further based on the holy character of God (1 Pet. 1:16; Heb. 12:11). 
1. His desire for the church to be holy, set apart unto Him—is an important reason for the necessity of church discipline. 
2. The church is therefore to clean out the leaven of sin and wickedness from its ranks (1 Cor. 5:6-8). 
3. A failure to exer​cise disci​pline in the church evidences a lack of awareness of and concern for the holiness of God.
C. Church discipline is to be patterned after and based on the divine commands of Scripture (1 Cor. 4:6). 
1. We have numerous passages of Scripture which both command and give us God’s directives on the how, why, when, and where of church discipline. 
2. Again, a failure to exercise this responsibility demon​strates a lack of obedience and belief in the authority of the Bible (1 Cor. 5:1-13; Matt. 18:17-18; Titus 3:10; 2 Thess. 3:6-15; 1 Tim. 5:20; Gal. 6:1).
D. Another basis for the necessity of church discipline is the testimony of the church in the world (1 Pet. 4:13-19). The world observes the behavior and life of the church. When the church acts no differently than the world, it loses its credibility and authenticity (1 Pet. 2:11-18; 3:8-16; 4:1-4).
E. The Purposes of Church Discipline
1. To bring glory to God and enhance the testimony of the flock.
2. To restore, heal, and build up sinning believers (Matt. 18:15; 2 Thess. 3:14-15; Heb. 12:10-13; Gal. 6:1-2; Jam. 5:20).
3. To produce a healthy faith, one sound in doctrine (Tit. 1:13; 1 Tim. 1:19-20).
4. To win a soul to Christ, if the sinning person is only a pro​fessing Christian (2 Tim. 2:24-26).
5. To silence false teachers and their influence in the church (Tit. 1:10-11).
6. To set an example for the rest of the body and promote godly fear (1 Tim. 5:20).
7. To protect the church against the destructive conse​quences that occur when churches fail to carry out church disci​pline. 
III. The Failure to Discipline

A. A church that fails to exercise discipline ex​peri​ences four losses:
1. The Loss of Purity: Church discipline is vital to the purity of the local body and its protection from moral decay and impure doctrinal influences. Why? Be​cause a little leaven leavens the entire lump (1 Cor. 5:6-7). This is the “rotten apple” problem or the “snowball” effect. 

a. An illustration of this is the Corinthian church which showed a lack of concern for purity. They neglec​ted the responsibility to discipline and suffered as a result. 
2. The Loss of Power: Sin in the life of the church grieves the person of the Holy Spirit and quenches His power. 
a. If sin remains unchecked by the loving appli​cation of church discipline in a body of be​lievers, the Holy Spirit must abandon such a church to its own carnal resources.

b. The defeat of Israel because of the sin of Achan in Joshua 7 illus​trates the prin​ciple. 
c. This is just as true for the church today, especially when we know certain things exist but ignore them or simply look the other way be​cause it is diffi​cult to deal with or because it involves one of our friends and we do not want to risk causing problems in the relationship.
3. The Loss of Progress: A church that refuses to prac​tice church discipline will see its ministry decline. 
a. The church may want to grow and reach out and it may try all kinds of stop gap measures, promotional campaigns, and programs in an attempt to turn things around, but if there is sin in the camp, it will all be to no avail. See Revelation 2:5 and 3:16 for illustrations of this principle.
4. The Loss of Purpose: As His ambassadors to a lost and dying world, God has called the church to be a holy people, a people who, standing out as distinct from the world, proclaim the excel​lencies of the works of God in Christ (1 Pet. 1:14-16; 2:9-15). 
a. If this is to occur, we must be different from the world and church discipline helps us to both remember and maintain that pur​pose. 

IV. Reasons for Church Discipline

A. The key concerns that guide us in this are: 

1. The holy char​acter of God, the testimony of the flock, the effect upon the unity and purity of the flock, and the edification and restoration of the individual. 
2. Scrip​ture, not our opinions or dislikes, must be the guide for what is sin.
B. General Causes: Disorderly conduct, conduct clearly out of line with the prescribed commands of Scripture and which negatively impacts the testimony and unity of the church (2 Thess. 3:6-15).
C. Specific Causes:
1. Difficulties between members (Matt. 18:15-17).
2. Divisive or factious people causing divisions in the church (Rom. 16:17-18; Titus 3:9-11).
3. Immoral conduct; sins of the type men​tioned in 1 Corinthians 5 such as incest, immorality, cove​tous​ness, idolatry, abusive speech, drunkenness, swindling, or idle busybodies who refuse to work and run around spreading dissension (1 Cor. 5:1, 11; 2 Thess. 3:10-15).
4. False teaching; erroneous teaching and views which concern the fundamentals of the faith and not lesser differences of interpretation (1 Tim. 1:20; 2 Tim. 2:17-18; also implied in Rev. 2:14-16; Phil. 3:2-3, 15-19; Rom. 16:17-18).
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