Church Discipline

Lesson 2: The Practice of Church Discipline

I. The Manner of Discipline

A. The goals or purposes expressed in Lesson 1 govern the spirit in which all disciplinary action is to be given. Thus:
1. Discipline must be done by those who are spiritual, truly walking by the Holy Spirit and growing in the Lord (Gal. 6:1). 
2. Discipline must be done in a spirit of humility, gentleness and patience, looking to ourselves lest we too be tempted (Gal. 6:1-2; 2 Tim. 2:24-25).
3. Discipline must be done without bias, doing nothing in a spirit of partiality (1 Tim. 5:21).
B. Those who walk disorderly are to be admonished, warned, and appealed to in love (1 Thess. 5:14-15; 1 Tim. 5:1-2; Eph. 4:15; 2 Tim. 4:2). 
1. This admonish​ing, is not restricted to church leaders, but may be done by any person in the body with another if that person is Spirit controlled and spiritually minded (cf. 1 Thess. 5:14 with Gal. 6:1).
C. If there is no response in repentance and obedience, then the sinning believer is to be rebuked publicly and members of the body are to express group disap​prov​al. (2 Thess. 3:6, 14-15; Tit. 3:10; 1 Tim. 5:20). This action has a two-fold objective:  
1. It is to indicate to the offender that his/her action has dishonored the Lord and has caused a rupture in the harmony of the body. 
2. The goal is always restoration and the person is still to be counted as a brother (2 Thess. 3:14-15).
3. It is to create fear in the rest of the flock as a warning against sin (1 Tim. 5:20).
4. If there is still no response in repentance and obedi​ence, the church is to apply the procedures of excom​munication as direc​ted in Matthew 18:17.
D. Several examples of church discipline are found in Scripture. The Corinthian believers were to be “gathered together” in order to take action against the offending brother (1 Cor. 5:4-5; Rom. 16:17; 2 Thess. 3:6-15; Phil. 3:17-19). 
1. This is defined by Paul as “punishment inflicted by the majority” (2 Cor. 2:6). 
2. As a protective measure, we also find that the whole church in Rome and in Thes​sa​lonica were to take action with regard to the unruly and schis​matic, not just a few (2 Thess. 3:6-15; Rom. 16:17). 
E. Finally, discipline in the name of our Lord always includes a readiness to forgive. 
1. The many or majority who discipline must also be ready and eager to forgive, comfort, and reaffirm their love to the sinning person (2 Cor. 2:6-8).
II. Procedures for Church Discipline

1. Seek private correction and/or reconciliation with the offender (Matt. 18:15). 
a. Galatians 6:1 teaches that believers have a respon​sibility to confront sin in general in the life of other believers and not just when it is an offense against one’s person. It would seem, then that there is a two-fold application:
i. When the problem involves one believer sinning against another, there are two problems that need to be taken care of: reconciliation and restoration (Matt. 5:23-24).
ii. When the problem involves a believer overcome in or by some sin, as was the case in Galatians 6:1, the need is restoration.
iii. In some situations the sin is apparent and there is no question, but we must allow for the possi​bility that we have misjudged or have wrong in​formation. We must listen to the other person’s side of the story and seek the facts in the in​terest of truth and fairness. 
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2. If the first step fails, take witnesses to strengthen the effect of the discipline, preferably spiritual leaders, so that if it has to be brought before the whole church it can be firmly proven and established (Matt. 18:16-17; 1 Tim. 5:19). 
a. The aid of church leadership should be sought if the problem involves an offense that is against the whole body or if it is a threat to the unity of the body.
b. These initial contacts, private and with witnesses, provide opportunity for loving admonition, correction, and forgive​ness. 
c. On the other hand, if these first steps do not produce results, it constitutes a warning that further action will be taken and provides occasion for serious rebuke (2 Tim. 4:2; 1 Thess. 5:12-13; Titus 2:15; 3:10).
3. If the second step fails, seek reconciliation and restoration through the whole body. If further action is necessary, it is to be taken before the whole church (2 Thess. 3:14-15; Matt. 18:17; 1 Tim. 5:20). 
a. This action may fall into two stages when we combine the above scriptures with 1 Cor 5:9-13.

i. The body is to exercise group disapproval (refuse active participation/leadership). 
ii. If this doesn’t work, the local body of believers is to exercise excommuni​cation: (removal from church member​ship)
b. This is, in essence, the Lord carrying out disci​pline through the action of the entire body under the leader​ship of the elders or the spiritually mature (1 Cor. 5:4). Similar heavenly authority is seen in the confirmation of this disciplinary action as spelled out in Matthew 18:18-19.

III. Procedures for Restoration
A. In keeping with the goal of restoration, the role of the church must change after there is repentance. This means accepting the person and forgetting the past (2 Cor. 2:7a). 
B. But how do we know when repentance is genuine? What is our respon​sibility when the sinning party acknowledges their wrong and claims repentance?

1. Luke 3:8, when they “. . . bring forth fruits in keeping with repentance.” 
2. Acts 26:20, “. . . that they should repent and turn to God, performing deeds appropriate to repentance.”
C. Genuine repentance will make itself evident by its deeds and attitudes. The repentant person will:
1. Freely acknowledge his sin (1 Jn. 1:9; Prov. 28:13).
2. Cease the activity for which he was disciplined or at least seek help if it’s a case of life dominating patterns (Prov. 28:13b; Gal. 6:1; Jam. 5:19-20).
3. Make restitution and/or ask for forgiveness from those hurt as needed (Phil. 18-19; Matt. 5:23-24).
4. He/she will demonstrate a genuine change of heart, a real concern and godly sorrow over his actions, not in order to be forgiven, but because of the harm caused to the glory of God and the hurt caused others (2 Cor. 7:8-11; Ps. 51:17).
5. He/she will begin to manifest the fruit of the Spirit and a concern for the things of Christ (Gal. 5:22).
D. Once an offender has truly repented, the church must offer comfort to them. 
a. This means reaching out to them, assuring them of your support, and encouraging, exhorting, and challenging them to move on (2 Cor. 2:7).
b. This also means including them, drawing them close, doing for them that which will aid their growth and complete recovery (2 Cor. 2:8).
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