Sabbatical 2008: Church Discipline

The subject I had chosen to read around while on sabbatical was Church Discipline. When I informed people of this I received various reactions. Pastors often gave me a knowing look as if to say, ‘Brave man!’ One church member implied that I might be wasting my time. Others asked vaguely, ‘What’s that all about then?’ Still others asked in an astonished manner, ‘What do you want to do that for?’

My interest in the subject of Church Discipline was aroused by pastoral issues that caused me and the church where I am the pastor much hurt, frustration and disappointment. The reality was that we did not deal with the issue as well as we might have. This left me wondering: How should we deal with matters where discipline of one kind or another is needed in a Christian manner that demonstrates love and truth and which maintains the requirements for holiness in the church. Who should be involved in disciplinary actions? 

My reading has led me into some directions that as a Baptist pastor over 30 years experience I ought not to have been surprised by. However, surprised I have been, as I have been challenged by our Baptist history and the principles that undergirded the history of Baptist churches. Some of the challenges of our past have already been exercising some of our churches including my own.

Several years ago our fellowship began to explore how to deal with the issue of removing from our church membership roll the names of those who had distanced themselves from the church by their non-attendance. I imagine like many other Baptist churches that when the names of those who have been known in the church perhaps over many years, who have often been baptised in the church and been involved in the life of the church in various ways are presented to the church meeting for removal from the church’s membership there are feelings of consternation and disappointment which result sometimes in anger being expressed and bitterness developing. These feelings are often focused on the pastor and other leaders with the suggestion that if they had been doing their job properly these people would still be involved in the church.

Various proposals were made and we began to think seriously about asking members to make an annual recommitment to or reaffirmation of their membership of the church. We became aware of some churches where this was the practice. However, when these churches were approached it became clear that this practice was based around a Church Covenant. I had never been the pastor of a church where there had been a covenant and I was not aware of any of the churches local to where I have been pastor who had a covenant. This meant that despite being a pastor in Baptist churches for nearly 30 years the concept of a church covenant was completely foreign to me.

Nevertheless, we began to formulate a covenant for our church. We went through various permutations before settling on a fairly brief covenant with additional core values for members to aspire to. The covenant included reference to the Vision and Mission Statements and Church Core Values that had been adopted by the church some years previously.

The Church Covenant and Covenant Members Core Values are presented below:

West Leigh Baptist Church Covenant 

As people who have received Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour we unite together to be West Leigh Baptist Church.

Guided by the Scriptures and empowered by the Holy Spirit, We commit ourselves to walking with the Lord and growing together in love for one another and for the world in its need.

We will uphold the practice of Baptism and the Lord's Supper as commanded by the Lord Jesus Christ and we will seek to fulfil West Leigh's Vision and Mission Statements and Core Values through our presence, our prayers, our gifts and our service.

Core Values for Covenant Members
As a Covenant Member of west Leigh Baptist Church I will endeavour to:

1. Protect the Unity of the Church

......by loving and praying for those who belong to the church.

(Romans 14 v 19; 1 Peter 1 v 11)
......by thinking and speaking the best of them.


(Ephesians 4 v 29)



......by supporting the church’s leaders and being open to change.




(Hebrews 13 v 17; Acts 10)

2. Share in the Mission of the Church

......by praying for its growth both spiritually and numerically.


(Colossians 1 v 3 – 6)


......by inviting friends to attend.


(Luke 14 v 23)


......by warmly welcoming those who visit.




(Romans 15 v7)
3. Share in the Ministry of the Church

......by seeking to grow spiritually and developing a servant heart. 
(Philippians 2 v 3 – 4; v 7)


......by discovering and using my gifts and talents.


(1 Peter 4 v 10)


......by being equipped to serve through the gifts of others.




(Ephesians 4 v 11 – 12)

4. Support the Witness of the Church.

......by faithfully attending.


(Hebrews 10 v 25)


......by living a godly life.


(Philippians 1 v 27)


......by giving regularly.




(1 Corinthians 16 v2; Leviticus 27 v 30)
It was encouraging to discover that another pastor on sabbatical in Prague had introduced a covenant in his church a few years ago.
What some of my sabbatical reading, together with relationships established in Prague, has done is demonstrate that perhaps somewhat by accident in the manner we came to adopt our covenant and its accompanying core values we had stumbled across a practice that goes back to the earliest English Baptist churches. In doing this at West Leigh we have become one of the churches that James Leo Garrett referred to in 1962 when he observed (among American Baptists) that:

Some congregations are writing new church covenants and giving to the covenant major emphasis. 

However in the light of their covenants those early Baptist churches also took Church discipline very seriously. They understood themselves to be ‘joined to the Lord, and each other, by mutual agreement’ (The London Confession 1644 – my italics). They were determined to mutually encourage one another ‘to walk in all his ways made known or to be made known’ and so to enable one another ‘to walk in the obedience of faith’. They recognised that discipleship was a corporate activity that called for mutual support, encouragement and accountability. Their responsibility to enable each member of the church to display a wholehearted commitment to the Lord that was demonstrated in life, work and witness led them to take seriously the necessity of discipline when members of the church were not displaying such commitment. 

The Church books of some of these early English Baptist churches demonstrate just how seriously they took the responsibility of church discipline. In his Masters Thesis, Reimagining the Covenant Community, Baptist minister, Malcolm Egner, quotes from the church books of early Baptist churches in Abingdon, Accrington, Bourton-on-the-Water, Broadmead – Bristol, Fenstanton, Marlowes - Hemel Hepstead, Salisbury and Southwark. He gives several examples from these church books of these churches dealing with disciplinary matters. 

He writes: ‘At Fenstanton, for example, disciplinary matters were the main items of business at church meetings in the 17th century. There are many accounts of visits to individuals and couples related to church discipline and long visitation reports. These mainly related to: non-attendance at church .......... unruly or immoral behaviour including arguments, drunkenness, idleness and wife-beating. Church meetings at Ford were called ‘Discipline’ meetings and the Chesham records are found in the ‘Church Book of Disciplinary’!’ 
All of this poses the question why if Covenants and church discipline were an integral part of the life of the early Baptist Churches why have their presence over the years until today in Baptist churches all but disappeared? If Baptists from their earliest days emphasised the significance of a gathered community of God’s people with a concern for commitment to the local church and its witness and if as is evident this was expressed in the signing of church covenants on admission to church membership after baptism, and for church discipline to be exercised subsequently, what happened to church covenants and discipline that in the present day so few Baptist churches have such a document or practice effective church discipline? If these practices were such an important aspect of church life in the early Baptist churches why have their use and practice diminished or even completely disappeared?

The further question of whether today’s Baptist churches should revive the practice of church covenants and effective church discipline should also be addressed.

What might the reasons for the diminishing use of covenants and the disappearance of church discipline be? The following suggestions are offered in answer to this question with no particular order of preference.

· The theology of personal salvation had always been a part of being baptised and becoming a member of a Baptist church, but never at the expense of emphasising the gathered community. However, through the ministry and preaching of Moody and Finney there was an emphasis on personal salvation which meant that Christianity for many Baptists became increasingly about the individual and their response to the gospel and this at the expense of the historical Baptist emphasis on the gathered local church.

Linked to this emphasis on personal salvation is a loss of a clear theological understanding of the relevance of the Church as the place where Christian discipleship is birthed and nurtured. Too often church members by the way they think about the church reflect the thinking of those who stand completely outside of the church saying, ‘You do not have to go to church to be a Christian.’ Though this statement may have in it some truth it does not recognise the significant place that the church holds in God’s purposes for Christians and indeed for the redemption of all things. A higher view of the church might well point us to the need to restore discipline as an integral part of its life.

What is reflected in churches is often an understanding of Christian faith as something almost exclusively individual and personal. Each individual’s experience and preferences become both the source of authority in matters of faith for that individual. 
This in effect disconnects salvation and church membership and despite the efforts of many responsible evangelists to engage converts with local congregations, converts accept salvation at an evangelistic meeting and only secondarily get to a church, suggesting, in my opinion, an approach to salvation that is contrary to the teaching of the New Testament, that salvation is separable from membership in a congregation.
This issue overflows into the debate that Baptists have had over many years concerning whether baptism should be administered without church membership. 
This individualism I believe is at the heart of much of today’s prevailing church culture and assumes that matters of faith are of a personal nature and therefore each person has the right to determine whether an action or activity is right or wrong for them. Therefore, the text of Matthew 7 v1: Do not judge, or you will be judged, has become a mantra to allow people to make moral decisions that the Bible and previous generations would have considered to be quite wrong. Indeed, one writer suggests that Matthew 7 v 1 has replaced John 3 v 16 as the most quoted verse in the life of today’s church.
· A legalistic approach to covenants and consequently to church discipline became a threat rather than an expression of loving brotherly love in the fellowship. Covenants, as important as they were, were never intended to replace the Scriptures as the authority of faith and practice among Baptists. The fact that they might have been and in consequence were looked to first in matters of church discipline may have contributed to them being adopted less and less in Baptist churches. (When the way that some people today view church rules as sacrosanct and demand absolute compliance with them is considered it is not difficult to imagine covenants being used in a similar manner and in consequence covenants becoming a legalistic tool in the minds and hands of some.)

Any tendency for church discipline to become legalistic meant that discipline became a threat rather than an expression of fellowship.

· An issue related to a legalistic approach to church discipline is the fact that in more recent times more often than not discipline has been related to sexual indiscretions and matters of non-attendance. The equally significant matters of gossip, greed, slander, pride etc that the early English Baptists were also concerned with are all but ignored.

· John Hammett quotes Charles W Deweese suggestion that at least in America the publication and subsequent popularity of covenants like that of J. Newton Brown in 1853 contributed to the demise of churches adopting covenants. Deweese says:

Covenantal decline also likely resulted from a growing tendency of churches simply to adopt standardised, uniform covenants printed in external sources, rather to write their own individualised statements. Throughout Baptist history covenantal value and dynamic have correlated closely with the degree of input that churches have exercised in arriving at the covenants they have used. 

The widespread adoption of the covenant formulated by Benjamin and Elias Keach in 1697 may ultimately have had a similar effect in English Baptist churches. Deweese adds:

......(these) model covenants have apparently contributed to the weakening of congregational discipline by making it unnecessary for churches to think through, struggle with and write down covenantal responsibilities to which they are willing to commit themselves. 

Roger Hayden in Continuity and Change gives an account of the way in which eighteenth century English Baptist churches worked to develop their own covenants. For instance, he cites the church at Barnoldswick deciding it was their ‘Duty and Interest in a solemn manner to review the foundation on which we are builded as a religious society; and to renew the Covenant of Communion with God and with one another’. The church spent the whole of 1743 studying Scripture relevant to the production of a new Confession of Faith and Covenant. He notes that all of the current members and subsequent members signed the covenant.

In developing our own covenant at West Leigh we sought help from other churches who used covenants but spent much time deciding what should be included in and excluded from our covenant. In consequence at the end of the process the church felt it had adopted a covenant that it could own because it had been consulted and was involved in deciding the words and expectations of the covenant. I do not believe this would be the case if we had simply adopted a covenant from elsewhere. As good as such a covenant might have been and sounded, ultimately, it would not have been ours.

· There were sociological changes that occurred as a result of the industrial revolution which may have contributed to the decline of covenant making and church discipline. These changes meant that there was a general secularising process that affected churches. The growth of cities and with them the lowering of standards and expectations of conduct in public and private life will have had their effect on the ways in which churches structured their life. In consequence, the expectations of mutual accountability possibly became too onerous in larger churches and in growing urban and less rural communities.

· The building of larger church buildings which needed to be filled and paid for resulted in the requirements for and expectations of members were lessened.

· Business methods began to replace the pursuit of purity with the quest for efficiency. This raises the issue of the nature of church gatherings. I remember Brian Haymes asking the question: What difference would it make to our meetings if we used instead of The Church Meeting with nouns and capital letters we used the church meeting using lower case letters and meeting became a verb. Malcolm Egner charts the way in which the issues of discipline which were the main content of the church meetings described in his thesis among early Baptist churches being replaced by The Church Meeting with a business agenda which had little room for dealing with matters of discipline.

· Pastors can become more concerned with what people think about them than with the need to ensure that the people they are charged to pastor should lead lives that demonstrate a genuine Christian faith and commitment. Therefore, to attempt to lead the church in disciplining its members could mean a minister’s reputation being badly affected. Were they becoming more concerned about the opinion of men than of what God will think of them? The popularity of a church’s leaders can contribute to growth of the church but if that is at the cost of developing and maintaining the church’s holiness then it may be a cost too high.

To risk being perceived as tyrannical, heavy-handed or power hungry can act as a strong deterrent to a pastor raising issues of discipline in a church.  This could mean that many pastors would be concerned that if they upset the apple cart of the primary contributors, they will be left without a means of income with which to provide for their own families.
· The desire for respectability can take precedence of righteousness and when it does then the requirement for church discipline is questioned and subsequently jettisoned. 

· Conflict within a fellowship can often result from disciplinary action being taken. This can especially be the case if the person being disciplined has been a member of the church for a significant period of time and has during that period established good relationships with other church members. Perhaps the prospect of conflict over disciplinary action will become most apparent when the person being disciplined is the member of an influential family which has been involved in the life of the church over many years. In consequence avoiding the discomfort of potential disunity can seem more worthwhile than preserving the moral purity of the church and the possible resulting decline in membership numbers.

· In a church culture where church growth and the membership statistics become all important then obviously the possibility of declining numbers has almost certainly contributed to church discipline becoming marginalised and then abandoned as a significant part of church life. 
· On the other hand, leaders in small churches may well dismiss the requirements of church discipline since there is insufficient support to back up the action and diffuse any resulting criticism and objections.
· One final observation regarding the decline in the practice of church discipline may well be that in their training pastors are not informed and educated about the way in which church discipline is taught in the Bible or how historically it has been such an integral aspect of Baptist church life.
· Because church discipline has not been practiced for such a long period of time it will prove to be difficult to reintroduce it effectively. In the absence of church discipline the reality may be that sinful practices, heretical views and broken relationships have become so prevalent in the lives of church members that it would be difficult to know where to start. Faced with what would be an intimidating task it is easy to resort to pious statements saying: We are all sinners; Let him who is without sin cast the first stone; Judge not that you should be judged.
The difficulty with all of these suggested reasons for the disappearance of covenants and church discipline in Baptist churches as valid as any one or all of them might be is that it is the clear teaching of the New Testament indicates that Christians and the church are to judge. It calls for extreme care in how we judge but that we should judge is, in my understanding of the New Testament’s teaching, indisputable. 
However, before pursuing the particular issues of church discipline it might be worth asking: Why should Baptists consider the revival of the use of church covenants? What would be the positive results and values which can emerge from their use? 
Charles W. Deweese makes the following points in answer to this question:

1. Covenanting has a Biblical Basis. Old Testament people frequently bound themselves to God and to one another with covenants. Josiah – 2 Kings 23 v 3; Nehemiah 9 v 38; 10 v 30 – 39; etc. Compare also the concept of the church as the Bride of Christ and the covenantal nature of marriage.

2. Covenanting is Theologically Sound. We must covenant with God because he has covenanted with us. Biblical theology is saturated with covenants evolving from God’s initiative – Noah – Genesis 6 v 18; 9 v 8 – 17; Abraham – Genesis 12 v 1 – 3; 15 v 18; 17 v 1 – 21; David – 2 Samuel 7 v 8 – 29; 23 v 5; 2 Chronicles 13 v 5; Psalm 89 v 3 – 4, 20 – 27. God offered a new covenant for Israel and Judah – Jeremiah 31 v 31 – 34. Christ mediated the new covenant, by providing redemption for all who had transgressed under the old covenant. This new covenant was confirmed in the blood of Christ.

3. Covenanting has wide historical precedents among Baptists. Seventeenth century English Baptists used covenants extensively as did the early Baptists in America. (Copies of several such covenants formed part of the reading for this report.)

4. Many positive and practical values can emerge from a responsible use of church covenants.

a. They help preserve a regenerate church membership.

b. They highlight ethical standards for membership.

c. They accent the ethical teachings of the Bible.

d. They, therefore, remind members of their ethical responsibilities.

e. They exert an influential role in the creation and maintenance of a disciplined church membership.

f. They are instruments for deepening the quality of fellowship in congregations 

g. They recognise a genuine sense of Christian community as individuals verbalise their mutual commitments to God and to one another.

h. They preserve the historical continuity of God’s covenanters in contemporary pledges.

i. They give a keener understanding of vital commitments.

j. They sharpen the spiritual and ethical expectations a church has for its members.

k. The expectations of Christian growth are clarified.

l. They establish a sense of dedication to common goals and responsibilities 

m. They enhance the loyalty of members to their church.

n. They instruct instructs new members concerning features of Christian conduct considered to be of paramount importance.

o. The tasks of responsible church membership are recognised and emphasised.

In none of these values does a covenant supplant the authority of the Bible; rather, it works to elevate biblical principles to a more obvious position in the life of church members. Deweese warns against this possibility in saying:

‘.....church discipline is not to be decided by the articles of the covenant, but by the biblical principles which may be expressed in the covenant. To use the church covenant as a measuring rod for church discipline is to short circuit biblical authority.’

Finally Deweese asks: ‘Does a Baptist church actually have the right to expect a certain ethical life-style and standard of conduct from its members? A church built on the concept of a regenerate church membership has no alternative but to respond ‘YES’. Further, such an expectation is more than a right; it is a duty.’

Before moving on to look at church discipline the words of Deweese (A Community of Believers p75) make the following point:

Church covenants fit more readily into a pastoral setting when the authority behind them is not of a disciplinary ‘watchdog’ but that of a caring and supportive congregation. The disciplinary value of a covenant exists mainly in an alliance with preventative and formative discipline rather than with corrective and punitive discipline. Ideally, a covenant guides church members into spiritual and ethical adventures which are positive expressions of their faith.
It is then to the particular issue of church discipline that I now turn my attention.

Formative Discipline
The responses I received when telling people about my area of reading on this sabbatical illustrate that for most people when they think about church discipline they jump to the conclusion that this is linked to negative expectations and difficult experiences in the life of the church. However, in reality it needs to be affirmed that much discipline within the life of the church is positive. Theron D. Price says:

‘In the widest sense discipline includes, positively, the nurture of sound doctrine, sound character and sound unity as well as negatively, remedial correction for heresy, sin and schism.’

The reality will be that many members of our churches do not think of being Christian as a discipline, something that requires particular training, skills, or focus. Stanley Hauerwas observes that "we have underwritten a voluntaristic conception of Christian faith, which presupposes that one can become a Christian without training." (Stanley Hauerwas, After Christendom? How the Church is to Behave if Freedom, Justice, and Christian Nation are Bad Ideas (Nashville: Abingdon, 1991), p. 98.)

This positive understanding of discipline is traditionally called Formative Discipline and when properly understood is the foundation that a life can be built on that demonstrates all that a Christian might expected to be. This formative discipline provides that which Christians need in order to appreciate what they need to believe and how they need to behave. It shapes the Christian life so when faced with difficulty and hardship, with temptation and sin the Christian believer remains faithful to their commitment to be a follower of Jesus Christ.
The writers I have consulted have often used the illustration of athletic training to demonstrate the significance for the Christian of Formative Discipline. As a teenager after leaving school where I had been a reasonable athlete I joined the Birmingham athletic club, Birchfield Harriers. I enjoyed the atmosphere of the club but when it came to training I was somewhat deflated and discouraged when training with some runners my own age who would go on to win medals at Commonwealth, European and Olympic Championships. The reality was that those young men were willing to commit themselves to the discipline of training in preparation to partaking in those championships and fulfilling their potential. Personally, I was not willing to make that commitment. In consequence, my hope of ever being an excellent athlete was never fulfilled and I fell by the athletic wayside. If this illustration is applied to the follower of Jesus we might find that the atmosphere of the church having made a commitment to Jesus can be very congenial. However, if we do not exercise, developing our spiritual strength and muscle then we will not be able to effectively compete in the Christian race. This illustration is of course one of those that the apostle Paul uses to speak about Christian discipleship.

A similar demonstration of the need for training might be made in other areas of expertise. For example, musicians, computer programmers, ballet, in fact any area of life where excellence is called for then training will lead toward that excellence. To speak of "disciplines of faith" is to say there are particular skills and practices that constitute being a Christian and that acquiring these will ask at least as much of us as acquiring the skills of an art form, a craft, or an athletic endeavour.
Another element of entering into the discipline of a craft, art form, or sport is often a community of present and past practioners who share a commitment to the endeavour and an idea of what constitutes excellence in it. For the Christian disciple this community is the local church which has its history, its experts, its standards and values. 

Stanley Hauerwas puts it this way: I often suggest that the most determinative moral formation most people have in our society is when they learn to play baseball, basketball, quilt, cook or learn to lay bricks. For such sports and crafts remain morally antidemocratic insofar as they require acknowledgment of authority based on a history of accomplishment.

It might be argued that in a society where the Christian faith is one option among many on offer, this task of formative discipline should be the primary work of all local churches.

Can it be then that the church has failed to call its members to such training by failing to offer a meaningful call to discipleship? Could it be that one factor in Christians and churches lacking the evidence of real discipleship is our failure to be honest about the need for training in the following of Jesus?

Obviously ‘discipline’ and ‘disciple’ come from the same root and in its basic meaning discipline refers to the instruction and training given to a disciple or learner of the way of Jesus. Formative discipline is that process of teaching and training by which a Christian is increasingly formed in the image of Christ. This formative discipline then relates to foundational Christian truths - recognising the things that the Scriptures teach and the doctrines which historically the church has considered to be essential to the life of the church. It considers the ways in which the Christian relates to God through the different aspects of prayer. It calls on the Christian to demonstrate in their lives love for God and their fellow human beings.

It recognises the essence of the church being built on the foundation of loving, forgiving relationships between those who are seeking to follow Christ. As this formative teaching or training is laid down in the Christian’s life their character is developed and strengthened as they are equipped to live for Christ in a world that offers opposition and temptation to his followers.

The aspects of training that will form the basis of Formative Church Discipline then will be concerned especially with these three things:

· The Foundation of Christian Truth.

· The Formation of Christian Character.

· The Formation of Christian Community.

There are many books designed to work through the different aspects of this formative discipline. I mention some that I have found helpful in this task:

The Life You Have Always Wanted by John Ortberg.

Spiritual Disciplines for the Christian Life by Donald S. Whitney.

The Spirit of the Disciplines by Dallas Willard.

However, I would like to explore formative discipline from the model of the church’s worship the elements of which I believe can call us to the basics of Christian discipleship and to the Formative disciplines themselves.

If one of the purpose of the formal and sometimes informal, structured worship of the church is to enable us to recognise that as followers of Jesus we are people who live before and are always in the presence of a gracious God, and I believe it is, then the disciplines that make up that worship should equip us to use those same disciplines in the whole of our lives. The disciplines of worship call us to live God-centred lives wherever we are. So what disciplines should our worship demonstrate to us?

1. The Discipline of Sabbath Keeping or Rest. When I was growing up the Sabbath had very legalistic quality to it. Even in the non-Christian family in which I was nurtured Sunday had a quietness about it. We were not allowed to play out in the street and there were many other forbidden activities. Those days are now long gone replaced by a seven day week, twenty-four hour days of commerce, consumerism, and human activity. However, despite this loss of a day of rest in society generally the church continues to meet for worship. This continuing practice calling us to observe a day each week for worship and rest should remind us that we have not created the world ourselves. The world does not depend upon us for its maintenance and survival. The discipline of setting aside time for God, and in the midst of our business taking time to relax and rest while seeking God’s presence will give us opportunity to reflect and receive from Him. In terms of the church’s discipline we are called to ‘forsake not the assembling of yourselves together as some have done.’

2. The Discipline of Praise. Worship has at its heart and especially as it begins the praise of God. In worship we are reminded of the attributes of God. We are thankful for his love revealed to us in the person, life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. As we offer our praise to God we celebrate the very truths that form the basis of our Christian faith. Praise challenges our self-centredness and reminds us that reality and truth lie in God’s greatness and grace and not in our comparative smallness. Praise invites us to lay aside our preoccupation with our needs and concerns and to recognise the goodness and generosity of God. It calls us to stretch our minds and spirits to appreciate and applaud God. In terms of our discipline this praise begins to call us to rejoice in what I have already called The Foundation of Christian Truth.

3. The Discipline of Confession. Confession inevitably follows praise. In our praise we have reminded ourselves and rediscovered that God is God and that however good we might consider ourselves to be we have failed to be and do what he would require of us. In confession we begin to take seriously this failure. Sin, at its heart, is the centring of life around ourselves. It is acting or thinking as if we are the centre of the universe. We have decided that we are God with the right to decide and do as we choose rather than as he instructs. Sin is willing to use other people to further our aims of promoting ourselves. Confession recognises we have failed to acknowledge and live in the light of all that God has done for us and in consequence how badly we need his love, mercy and forgiveness.

John Ortberg in The Life You’ve Always Wanted dealing with the practice of confession under the chapter heading Life Beyond Regret quotes Dietrich Bonhoeffer saying: Many Christians are unthinkably horrified when a real sinner is suddenly discovered among the righteous. So we remain alone with our sin, living in lies and hypocrisy.... He who is alone with his sins is utterly alone. With this introduction Ortberg proceeds to illustrate the ways in which confessing our sins to God and where necessary to one another can give us a renewed awareness of the grace of God and the value of honest acknowledgement of our failings. The discipline of confession especially where confession needs to be made to another person has been very difficult for many Baptists to come to terms with. Our rejection of the Roman Catholic practice of confession may have led us ‘to throw the baby out with the water’. If we can regain a proper perspective on confession that needs to be made to God and also recognises that if we have offended another we need to go and be reconciled to them (Matthew 5 v 23-24) we will hopefully in the process set into our hearts such a recognition of sin, its power and effects, that we will preclude the need for restorative discipline. Let this be a clear aim in formative discipline for all God’s people.

4. The Discipline of Forgiveness. The assurance of forgiveness (absolution!) is another aspect of worship that Baptists have not particularly emphasised. In confession we recognise our sin and guilt and receive the gift of forgiveness. We learn how to receive forgiveness. However, we are in receiving forgiveness called to forgive ‘those who have sinned against us’. This aspect of discipline gives an initial understanding to the purpose of Formative discipline that is The Formation of Christian Community. If relationships within the church are to be maintained in a way that will demonstrate the fullness of fellowship then forgiveness between members of the church will be absolutely essential. Learning and beginning to master the necessity of forgiveness in this formative stage will help to ensure that on-going broken relationships will not mar our lives and will not, therefore, result in the need for reformative discipline. We will also recognise that the strength for exercising forgiveness is not found in our own capabilities but is dependent upon God.
5. The Discipline of Reconciliation. Several approaches to reconciliation are described in the Gospels. One speaks of the victim going to the offender (Matthew 18:15-20) to take up the matter. (We will need to consider this passage in greater detail when we look at restorative discipline.) Another speaks of making peace before offering your gift at the altar in verses that have already been referred to, Matthew 5:23-24. In many churches an attempt to incorporate the latter is included at communion when the congregation is asked to ‘pass the peace’ or to ‘greet one another with the peace of the Lord’. 

I am very conscious within my own congregation that this aspect of worship can be very strongly disliked if not definitely resisted. Some people think that it trivializes worship and simply provides an opportunity for people to have a chat and for people to greet those whom they already know well rather than the stranger who may be attending that service. One person described it as "the clutch and grab time." 
While these people may have a point, I believe, the peace may be a moment where the church cam express to one another the reality of what it means to be reconciled to one another as well as to God. If used wisely and well the peace can demonstrate the requirement for Christians to live at peace with each other and that ultimately there should be nothing that should be beyond the reconciling power of the gospel. Again the result will be that the need for reformative discipline will be limited.
Stanley Hauerwas suggests, in respect of these last three disciplines, that ‘it is one thing to confess our sin in general, but it is quite another to confess our sin to one in the church whom we may well have wronged and to seek reconciliation. Without such confessions, however, I suspect that we cannot be church at all.’

If he is right and I suspect he is then churches cannot avoid these disciplines without forfeiting the right to call themselves churches. 

6. The Discipline of Listening for the Word of God. In one sense, all of worship is listening for God, but, in two particular ways, Christians are taught to listen for God—in the reading of the Scriptures and in the preaching of the sermon. Both the Scripture reading and the sermon ask of us a certain expectancy and openness, a trust that through these ancient stories and human attempts to listen to them and interpret them in our time, God will speak to us. However, the discipline of listening to God’s word in the context of worship is only the beginning of the discipline needed in relation to the Scriptures. All those who speak and write about the disciplines give particular importance to this particular discipline. Donald S. Whitney proposes the different elements of this discipline:

Hearing God’s Word

Reading God’s Word

Studying God’s Word

Memorising God’s Word

Meditating on God’s Word



Applying God’s Word

These elements must be taken seriously if Christians are to grow and develop their knowledge and understanding of God and the Christian truths that the Discipline of Praise has highlighted. This practice of listening for the Word of God requires from Christians a whole-hearted commitment and willingness to respond by applying what has been heard.
7. The Discipline of Prayer. Prayer together with Listening to the Word of God has been at the heart of Formative Disciplines that Baptists have encouraged. They were at the centre of the ‘Quiet Time’ that was traditionally expected of Christians. This practice of setting aside a particular time and place has fallen into an increasing disuse among Christians. Recent surveys have indicated that only a small percentage of Christians still commit themselves to a regular daily time of prayer and Bible reading. Perhaps it is time to re-emphasise the place that prayer and Bible reading should have among Christians and in so doing encourage putting these essential elements of formative discipline back at the forefront of discipleship.

There are, of course, many kinds and forms of prayer. Thanksgiving, Confession, Intercession, Petition, all of which can be shaped by our appreciation of what God’s word has taught us. They all invite us to be transformed from any sense of self-centredness where our prayer issues in requests of "give me, give me," to a request for God to “make me, make me”. 

We should expect the discipline of prayer to enable us to focus on our relationship with God, our world and those around us. As we make these our focus the possibility of needing restorative discipline will again be reduced.

8. The Discipline of Silence. Well-ordered worship will include moments of silence, quietness and stillness alongside the exuberance of praise, the reflection of confession, the words of reading and preaching and the activity of sacrament. Silence in worship can prepare Christians to make time in the business of their lives to be still. This might be an extension of a Quiet Time but it might be a more prolonged period of time where a disciple takes time out to voluntarily and temporarily abstain from speaking so that spiritual goals might be sought. These moments taken where possible in solitude give the disciple time to hear God and receive from God in a way that is contrary to our modern culture but which reflects the practice of Jesus himself.   
9. The Discipline of Offering. One of the clear, specific, and perhaps even counter-cultural disciplines to which the church has invited us is significant giving. I am always amused by news reports about sects where one of their ‘strange’ practices is seen as the giving of ten per cent of income. The church has always encouraged its members to be generous in their giving as a response to the generosity of God. In a culture of material affluence, this commitment to give away significantly from our wealth may contribute to giving us a different perspective concerning the resources that are available to us and enable us to recognise our own good fortune in contrast to the poverty that so many in our world live with. The discipline of giving will again turn us away from a self-centredness that is our natural disposition and help to form us into the likeness of our self-giving Lord.

10. The Discipline of Sacrament. What are the elements of faith the practice of sacrament would form in follower of Christ? As we share in sacraments that take such ordinary things as water, bread and wine we can begin to learn that the holy can be hidden in ordinary places and in everyday things. That if God can touch us and feed us through these things, perhaps there is no divide between the secular and the sacred. We can begin to appreciate that God can speak to us in all the places and through all the things, experiences and relationships that make up our lives. I am reminded of the way in which Julian of Norwich is overwhelmed as God speaks to her through a hazel nut. 
11. The Discipline of Bearing Witness. So we, who have been blessed by the Word, by the community of God’s people, by all Christ's gifts, and by a vision of a God who wants to make all things new. From this we are sent to witness to the truth and love that we have seen, heard, touched, and felt. This discipline calls us to live a life that is different from those to whom we witness, a life that reflects the very life of God himself. Worship then becomes a launching board to the church’s task of making more disciples who will like them be taught to observe and obey all that Jesus has said. This is living out a life of obedience to Jesus before a world that needs his gospel is the essence of formative discipline.  

Stanley Hauerwas says that being Christians ‘means we must learn the disciplines necessary to worship God. Worship, at least for Christians, is the activity to which all our skills are ordered. That is why there can be no separation of Christian morality from Christian worship. As Christians, our worship is our morality, for it is in worship that we find ourselves engrafted into the story of God. It is in worship that we acquire the skills to acknowledge who we are—sinners.’ 

There are many other aspects of formative discipline that might be explored. However, this model taken from the church’s first responsibility of offering worship to God seems to me to be an excellent place to start. I am grateful to an article by Anthony B Robinson entitled The Call to Discipline for the concept of this model. In that article he quotes an American Dictionary definition of discipline as "training that is expected to produce a specified character or pattern of behaviour." This is certainly the purpose of formative discipline which as I have indicated if followed through will minimise the need for restorative discipline.
Whatever models or resources we use then I have come to believe that we need to be more intentional in implementing this training for discipleship that is Formative Discipline in our churches. We may be making it too easy for people to become members of our churches and in consequence failing to prepare people to be followers of Jesus in the face of the challenge and demands of the culture around them. That culture will encourage them to compromise their commitment and even persecute them whenever they take following Jesus seriously in ways that challenge the lifestyle and beliefs of those around them. That culture will offer myriad temptations that would call them to give up on following the ways and pursuing the values that Jesus has established in his teachings. That culture will call into question the truth of the faith they have embraced. How do they continue to love people who treat them unkindly and who can be outright antagonistic toward them?

There are also the challenges of continuing to follow Jesus in the face of the everyday demands of life. For instance, how do followers of Jesus remain faithful to him when economic, employment, health and relationship issues develop.

In addition there will be the challenges that occur when differences with others within the life of the church arise. How do they deal with fellow Christians who act in ways contrary to what Jesus teaches and display attitudes and values which they would not expect to find in the church? Commitment to this formative discipline can only make a significant improvement in the health of the church and minimise the instances where restorative discipline is needed.

As Donald Bridge says:

Prevention is better than cure, the saying goes. Here is the way to reduce to a minimum the stern and sad aspect of church discipline, by making it largely unnecessary. (p42)
Restorative Discipline

Some of the Protestant Reformers named three "marks by which the true church is known": the preaching of the pure doctrine of the gospel, the pure administration of the sacraments, and the exercise of church discipline to correct faults. Today, however, church discipline probably for some or all of the reasons I have listed above has all but disappeared from Baptist churches. So does discipline need to be recognised again so that the church can be the church and so enable the church to embody the fullness of the gospel? 
Part of the issue here is that all of the major Protestant reformers kept the state-church arrangement and used the powers of the state to correct problems in the church. Luther, for example, never instituted an order for church discipline, saying that if the state did its job of dealing with offenders, the church wouldn't need to. Calvin used the authority of the state to deal with both morals in Geneva and the doctrinal heresies of someone like Michael Servetus. 

This legacy remains with us today in so far as churches, including Baptist churches, often tend to go along with the state's valuation of what's important. Shoplifting must be prosecuted, but adultery is a non-issue for the state. Both are sins, but which of these will hurt society more in the end? This legacy is also seen in that a sense of the importance of church discipline has a lot to do with the church's sense of separation from the world, something state-church Christianity lost sight of, but which Baptists continue to maintain as a part of our understanding of the nature of the church. 
Perhaps though the basis of church discipline is very simple and that is: Sin happens. It happens in all churches no matter what their size and it should not shock anyone that that is the case. So the question is not how to respond if it happens. The question is how to respond when it happens because in any church that is seeking to be a biblically authentic community then sin is to be confronted and not ignored. This means that accountability becomes a significant aspect of church life and in church discipline. Marlin Jeschke says: .....it should be pointed out that the really serious danger to the church’s witness is not the size of a man’s sin, but the failure of the church to do anything about it. 
Why will restorative church discipline be needed? What will be the purpose of Restorative Church Discipline? Theron D. Price says: ‘The three principal concerns of the church, as touching on the integrity of her own life, are the purity of her doctrine, the holiness of her members and the unity of her fellowship. This requires, of course, that the church look on nothing with greater apprehension than impurity of teaching (heresy), moral and spiritual lapse (sin), and breach of fellowship (schism). To all these dangers the church addresses her discipline....’ Consequently the church will need to take seriously behaviour and belief among its members that are contrary to what has been taught in formative discipline.

Evangelism and Discipline in Baptist Churches

Baptist churches are committed to evangelism and mission as they seek to make disciples of people, bringing them into Christ's way. However, how much sense does it make to spend tremendous time and effort bringing people into Christ's way in the first place if the church then fails to make every effort consistent with the gospel to bring back into Christ's way those who are straying from it. 
In his book Discipling the Brother – Marlin Jeschke, repeatedly makes this point regarding the church’s discipline being a sometimes necessary part of witnessing and discipling. For example he says:

Admonition of a sinner in the church is analogous to evangelism outside the church. As in evangelism repentance issues in forgiveness and fellowship, so in discipline response to the word of admonition issues in forgiveness and continued fellowship. Likewise, as in evangelism an individual’s rejection of the gospel is respected and he is not incorporated into the body of Christ, so in discipline an individual’s rejection of the word of admonition is respected and he is excluded from the body of Christ. The only difference is that admonition begins with a sinner in the church, whereas evangelism begins with one outside the church.  

He goes on to propose:

......to say that the church is a home for sinners in a sense is true. But we must remember that repentance for sin is the condition of membership in the church, not sin as such. Admittedly the church is a home for sinners, and like a home is intended as place where training or rehabilitation takes place, precisely through discipline....... under a different metaphor it is sometimes said that the church is a ‘school for sinners’. Then, presumably, willingness to learn, to become a disciple, to be disciplined is the condition of enrolment or expulsion. 
Regarding the issue of perceived judgementalism he says:

All this does not, of course, minimise the importance of self-discipline, because self-discipline is essential. This is in fact the objective in going to the brother – to bring him once more to the place where he can engage in self-discipline or self-judgement. For to repent and receive God’s grace is precisely the act of self-judgement. But now and then when self-discipline has broken down a person may need outside help to bring him back to the place where he is willing to engage in self-discipline ........

There is admittedly an element of judgement present already in the act of admonition......... It is the preliminary and tentative assessment that a given person’s conduct or lifestyle is not in conformity with the gospel. This initial assessment is subject to further check, as Matthew 18 teaches. It is confirmed or corrected by the response of the person in question and in addition is always subject to further review by ‘two or three witnesses’ or on the level of the church ....... But in any event the kind of judgement implied in admonition is in principle no different from the judgement implied in an act of evangelism or missionary proclamation, for that too tentatively judges someone to be in need of discipling.....
He reinforces his argument regarding this aspect of discipline by saying:

What is the point of adding people to the church through gospel proclamation if membership in that church becomes meaningless because of a failure of discipline? Evangelism itself is soon undermined if people discover that in the absence of discipline to belong or not to belong to the church really makes no difference.

If there is aggressive evangelism without supporting discipline in the church created by that evangelism, there comes a shift in the purpose of the evangelistic program. It often ceases to be considered the task of incorporating people into a church and becomes instead a religious experience for its own sake.

..............It is clear then that congregational discipline is of primary importance. Without it the church ceases to have meaning and without a meaningful church, evangelism also loses its meaning.
He concludes by saying: ......the act of going to the brother is a function of the gospel analogous to evangelism or missionary proclamation. In discipline, as in the presentation of the good news to a non-Christian, a person is presented the opportunity of being liberated from the power of sin in all its forms by coming under the rule of Christ and walking in his way.

What is at stake is nothing less than the life of the church itself. This is not intended simply as shocking rhetoric. It has become an accepted article of recent theology to consider evangelism as part of the essence of the life of the church and not merely a desirable but ultimately optional ideal. In Brunner’s famous phrase, ‘The church exists by mission as fire exists by burning’. Unfortunately congregational discipline has not been granted that position, although according to Reformation thought church discipline was one of the marks of the church.

Congregational discipline belongs to the essence of the church as much as evangelism because both are inescapable implications of the gospel. It makes no sense to declare the good news of liberation from sin to people outside the church and then refuse to declare it to Christians within the church. The gospel is not merely good news by which the sinner can be converted. It is also good news by which the Christian can continue to live.

Not just on the basis of theological principle, but in practice also, it makes no sense to accept the task of evangelism and then to neglect discipline. What is the point of adding people to the church through gospel proclamation if membership in that church becomes meaningless because of the failure of discipline? Evangelism itself is soon undermined if people consider that in the absence of discipline to belong or not to belong to the church really makes no difference.

He summarises his argument saying:

It is clear then that congregational discipline is of primary importance...... The parallel we have shown between gospel proclamation and congregational discipline implies that both are equally indispensible to the realisation of the kingdom of God. In the light of this we can insist that the recovery of discipline according to the gospel will strengthen the mission of the church. Evangelism will be clarified when people see that conversion leads to a discipled life in the church. The outreach of the church can only benefit from faithful discipline. 

Jeschke’s approach to church discipline in my understanding could be very helpful in re-establishing discipline as a vital part of the life of Baptist churches. As Baptists we are committed to evangelistic endeavour. Our church programmes are full of evangelistic activities. Therefore, if we believe, as I believe we do, in the vital importance of witnessing to someone in need of the gospel so that they might know forgiveness and reconciliation with God and so that they might enter into relationship with God and be a part of his people through repentance and faith in Jesus. Then is it not just as vitally important to admonish and discipline someone if they are moving away from that initial commitment in order to maintain that which they have received through their initial repentance and faith? If we could embrace this approach to church discipline then some of the antagonism toward it that has contributed to its demise in our churches might be overcome and a new appreciation of the value of mutual accountability within the life of the church could begin to be re-established.

R. C. Sproul states: The church is called not only to a ministry of reconciliation, but a ministry of nurture to those within her gates. Part of that nurture includes church discipline. (In Search of Dignity (Ventura, CA: GL Publications, Regal Books, 1983), p. 182. )

Thomas D. Oden says: Making disciples is integral to the very nature of the church. There can be no authentic preaching without the effort to make disciples. Baptising implies discipling. Mission requires discipling. Where admonition languishes, mission flounders.

From his experience in India Leslie Newbigin wrote in 1954: The Church in a non-Christian cultural environment has to take seriously the business of discipline ............ because without this the Church’s witness to the non-Christian world becomes hopelessly compromised. Since he wrote these words our own culture has become increasingly non-Christian.

If church discipline is really an act of discipleship that functions as the partner of evangelism with evangelism ministering to those outside the church who are in bondage to sin and discipline ministering to those within the church who are in bondage to sin then our churches must focus on a revival of discipline.

Jeschke’s approach together with these warnings give us a clear concept to work with and warnings that need to be heeded as the church sets about what I believe to be the necessary task of reviving restorative discipline alongside the honing of the formative discipline it will invariably be committed to.

*****************************************************************************
Who is Responsible for Initiating Church Discipline?

This does raise the issue of who should be responsible for church discipline? Obviously witnessing to the gospel is the responsibility of all members of the church and not only the task of its ministers and leaders. Consequently, as we shall see when we come to a more detailed examination of Matthew 18 v 15 – 18 the responsibility of disciplinary admonition, initially at least, rests with all followers of Jesus toward their fellow followers of Jesus. 

However, there seems often to be an expectation that if there are matters that need admonition and discipline then it should be the responsibility of the minister or the church’s leaders to address these issues. Indeed, in my experience, church members will often expectantly approach me as the pastor with issues that they are concerned about in other members. Nowhere does the New Testament imply that discipline is the domain of church leaders. Deweese proposes that we need to ‘view discipline as the task of the entire congregation. Discipline is not simply the work of the pastor or deacons. Every member performs a ministry of influence through fulfilling covenantal pledges....... The best kind of church discipline exists in the genuinely sensitive concern which members continually have for one another.’

Jeschke comments: Is the authority to discipline the prerogative of the ministers or is it vested in the whole church as such? ....... the church is the body of Christ, not the body of the ministers. Accordingly church discipline should never be permitted to degenerate into discipline of the laity by the clergy. It is discipline of members by the body under the authority of Christ.

This view is nothing more than an implication of the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers. ......Anyone is free to go to a brother with the word of admonition, just as anyone is free to speak the word of witness on behalf of the church in evangelism. As a member of the body of Christ he is already a representative of the church and thus under the authority of Christ.
Stuart Murray says: Challenging is the responsibility of all Christians, not just those in leadership positions. A common misunderstanding of the whole process of church discipline is that it is a responsibility that church leaders should shoulder. But there is no reference to church leaders in this passage (Matthew 18 v 15 – 18).  Church leaders will often be involved in church discipline........ but to restrict this process to church leaders is to introduce some unhelpful dynamics into what is a communal process. Church discipline is essentially about relationships between brothers and sisters.
Scripture beyond the Matthew 18 passage indicate the responsibility of all Christians to deal with matters that might require disciplinary action.

James 5 v 19 at the end of a passage where particular refers to the actions of leaders uses a general description of Christians to tell them:

My brothers, if one of you should wander from the truth and someone should bring him back, remember this: Whoever turns a sinner from the error of his way will save him from death and cover over a multitude of sins.

Galatians 6 v 1 says: Brothers, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are spiritual should restore him gently.

Paul in Colossians having spoken of his own ministry of ‘admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom’ (Colossians 1 v 28) goes on to encourage the Christians in Colossae to do the very same thing as they ‘Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom....’ (Colossians 3 v 16). In addition there are the several encouragements for Christians to teach, encourage, spur, rebuke one another so that they might continue and grow in their commitment to and devotion for their Lord, developing one another to a greater likeness to their Lord.

In the light of this all but unanimous understanding ministers and leaders need to deal with the requests that we often receive to act in matters where correction, admonishment, and discipline might be expected is, initially at least, to turn back any information that we have been given to those who have given it to us with perhaps some advice as to how that information should now be used. We should anticipate that as that person seeks the Lord as to what they should do with their information and embark on any action that they decide on in the light of it that they will themselves grow both spiritually and in fellowship with other Christians.

Although in most cases this approach may be applicable it needs to be recognised that it may not always be possible especially where serious sinful action or wrong belief is involved. There will also need to be a degree of discernment and possible early involvement from church leaders where particularly blatant sin is involved.
This brings us to the particular issues relating to church discipline. 

Reasons for Church Discipline
There is a real danger involved in seeking to establish the reasons that church discipline might need to be exercised because any attempt to make a definitive list of such reasons can easily lend itself to a legalistic approach to discipline. This means that great care needs to be taken when outlining such reasons. This is especially so, when it is noted that the New Testament, although it does indicate some offences where church discipline will apply, does not provide a definitive list of issues where discipline is needed.  Many people have personal opinions, likes and dislikes that they might want to include in any proposed list. 

Ted G. Kitchens in an article entitled Perimeters of Corrective Church Discipline makes some helpful comments:
A list, in itself useful enough, can nevertheless become a rule-book that quickly replaces the Word and Spirit of God for needed guidance in matters of church discipline. Lists can engender legalism and can also produce blind spots, that is, preoccupation with some sins while others go unattended.
Therefore, Scripture and Scripture alone must be the guide in this matter. The New Testament in fact does set forth several lists of sins that call for church discipline. Determining which sins to discipline requires the New Testament to be a starting point so that any lists that might be formulated are consistent with what is taught there.
The list that I propose below seeks to give each element some Scriptural support.

1. General Causes: Ungodly and disorderly conduct, and conduct clearly out of line with the teaching and commands of Scripture and which negatively impacts the testimony and unity of the church (2 Thessalonians 3 v 6 –15).

2. Specific Causes:

· Difficulties and differences between members (Matt. 18:15-17). The reality is that where personal differences cannot be resolved the resulting contention will often overflow to affect the life of the wider church. When this happens and fellowship is broken then the wider church needs to become involved in the hope of restoring fellowship.
· Divisive or factious behaviour which causes divisions in the church.       (Rom. 16:17-18; Titus 3:9-11). The nature of unity of the church is a constant theme in the New Testament and where people are responsible for disturbing this unity then disciplinary action to bring change in attitudes and behaviour may be necessary.
· Immoral conduct; sins of the type mentioned in 1 Corinthians 5 such as incest, immorality, covetousness, 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). Where there is sinful and ungodly behaviour which is challenged and where the responsible person does not come to repent then disciplinary action may be necessary to enable with person concerned to come to a point of repentance and hopefully be restored to fellowship with both the Lord and the church.
· False teaching; erroneous teaching and views which concern the fundamentals of the faith. This should not include 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). The history of the church demonstrates how seriously doctrinal error has been dealt with. Where there is a divergence from the clear teaching of the Scriptures and the historical faith of the church then disciplinary action will be needed to ensure that erroneous teaching does not prosper.
Kitchens acknowledges that ‘there is danger in establishing rigid boundaries by means of lists. Yet, being aware of the dangers should not abort the responsibility to face the question, which sins should be dealt with.’ He goes on to cite Karl Barth who he says wrestled with this issue and concluded that lists, if updated and kept under the scrutiny of the gospel, may benefit an alert church.
****************************************************************

When will church discipline be needed? What guidelines will help discern when church discipline is necessary? These are some:
· There must be clear evidence of sinful behaviour or erroneous belief. Suspicion and hearsay will not form a base for disciplinary action.

· There will need to be a clear distinguishing between Scriptural definitions of sin and cultural standards. 

· The only sins that require church discipline are those that have not been repented of. The issue is on-going sinfulness not how someone has behaved in the past but rather have they repented and are they seeking to be an obedient follower of Jesus now.

· Any issues that hinder following Jesus or cause broken relationships will require some form of church discipline.

The key concerns and the major aims of effective church discipline that should guide in all of this are:
· The Holy Character of God that needs to be reflected in and through his church.

Sin in the life of the church can bring judgement upon the church. It can grieve the person of the Holy Spirit and quench His power in the church’s life. If sin remains unchecked by the loving application of church discipline in a body of believers, the Holy Spirit’s presence in the church will be removed and the Lord’s blessing forfeited.

The defeat of Israel because of the sin of Achan in Joshua 7 illustrates this principle. 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 because it is difficult to deal with or because it involves friends or influential people.

· Purifying and maintaining the purity of the Church.

· in its Belief

· in its Behaviour

Church discipline is vital to the purity of the church as it protects from moral decay and impure doctrinal influences. Why? Because a little leaven leavens the entire lump (1 Cor. 5:6-7).
A biblical illustration of this might be the Corinthian church which showed a lack of concern for purity. They neglected the responsibility to discipline and suffered as a result. Their insensitivity to one moral issue may have led to their compromise on other issues. The apostle also needed to remind them of the fundamentals of the gospel which seem to have been compromised (1Corinthian 15).

J. Carl Laney writes, “The Corinthians engaged in lawsuits, misused their liberty, profaned the Lord’s Supper, neglected the primacy of love, failed to regulate the use of their gifts, and questioned the resurrection.” 
Failure in church discipline in Corinth could be compared to a rotten apple passing its rottenness to other apples in its barrel or to snowball tumbling downhill and enrolling more snow in its mass.

· Maintaining the Testimony of the Church.

· in the world around it

· among the members within it

As God’s ambassadors to a lost and dying world, his church is called to be a holy people who stand out as distinct from the world, proclaiming the wonders of the works of God in Christ (1 Peter 1 v 14 - 16; 2 v 9 - 15). If this is to occur, the church must be living out what it claims and be different from the world. Church discipline helps the church to both remember and maintain that purpose. One of the recurring judgments against the church today as demonstrated in various polls taken across the country is the fact there is little or no difference between the church and the secular world when it comes to attitudes, values, morals, and lifestyle. We have lost our sense of purpose. 
· Deterring others from sinful behaviour and erroneous belief.

· The Restoration to Fellowship of the Erring Individual.

Other reasons for embarking on a process of church discipline which are less clear include the following:

· Deflecting God’s judgement

· Reaffirming the gospel by offering ‘offenders’ again the forgiveness of Christ

· Offering the freedom of being again the child of God obedient to his will as opposed to the bondage of sinful activity.

Some of these points will be addressed further as we turn to consider some biblical passages that deal with discipline. 

******************************************************
I would preface these comments by noting that all those writing about this issue emphasise repeatedly that the motive behind restorative discipline at whatever point always has as its primary concern the restoration of the offending person to fellowship with God and his people through repentance and reconciliation. As a result of my reading my understanding of Restorative, Reformative or Corrective Church Disciple is that it should always have the Goal of Restoration. It should always make the Offer of Forgiveness. It should always have before it the Ideal of Renewed Fellowship. At the risk of repetition I will seek to reflect these emphases in my comments. 

Hebrews 12 v 1 – 14 especially verses 5 – 11

And you have forgotten that word of encouragement that addresses you as sons:


‘My son, do not make light of the Lord’s discipline,


and do not lose heart when he rebukes you,


because the Lord disciplines those he loves,


and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son.’

Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined by his father? If you are not disciplined (and everyone undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children and not true sons. Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the Father of our spirits and live! Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness. No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.

The discipline of the church is first patterned after the fact that the Lord Himself disciplines His children even as human fathers discipline their children. This model indicates the love that should always be at the heart of any discipline. The father-son relationship will always recognise that discipline will never be undertaken in anything but a desire for the best for the child, alongside a ready willingness to offer forgiveness and reconciliation when error is acknowledged. 

· Parents know almost intuitively that love is not always lenient - love doesn't always let the child do what it likes and pleases.  If a child is allowed to touch a hot stove repeatedly without disciplining her, the parent does not love the child enough to keep the child from harming itself.  The parent’s discipline, or lack of it, reflects on the quality and extent of their love for the child. 

· In the same way, if God lets us continue to commit the same sin with impunity, He does not love us enough to teach us the importance of avoiding the harm that sin brings with it. 

· It follows that if a church member sees his brother sinning continually and says or does nothing about it, that lack of discipline reflects poorly on the quality and extent of the member's love for his brother. 

All of this undergirds, therefore, the sense of family that needs to be evident in the life of the church and the focus of disciplinary action where the intent is to restore the erring disciple to the family that in one way or another they have been distancing themselves.

Findley B. Edge makes the point clearly:

‘Thus, although it is always painful, discipline is just as necessary in the life of a church as it is in the life of a growing child. The parent who permits a child to grow up in unbridled freedom is not the parent who demonstrates love for the child. Discipline is one of the highest expressions of love.............. Discipline is grounded in love and concern – and this is primarily concern for the offender. The church has concern for its own purity and its witness to the world, but the primary concern is the welfare of the individual. Failure to exercise discipline for erring members does not demonstrate genuine love and concern for them. Rather, this failure demonstrates precisely the opposite – a lack of genuine love and concern. It indicates that the church is unwilling.....to go through the painful process of discipline for the sake of the erring member in the hope of reclaiming him for God.’

(A Quest for Vitality in Religion p238.)

John Ortberg writes:

If I love someone, it means I have certain hopes and intentions and wishes for them ....... This means sometimes I may need to do that which will cause pain for the one I love. Love is often confused with softness. When we speak of doing ‘the loving thing’, we sometimes think it means ‘always doing what the person I love would want me to do’. This, of course, is not love; its not even sane......

To say Jesus loves people is NOT to say he’ll always do what they want him to do. Dan Allender writes: ‘If Christ had practiced the kind of love we advocate nowadays, he would have lived to a ripe old age.’ He goes on to say that in many cases authentic love ‘will unnerve, offend, disturb, or even hurt those who are being loved.’

Being there for someone is deeper than just wanting to spare them pain. If I am really for a person, I am willing to risk saying painful things, if pain is the only way to bring growth. ‘For the Lord disciplines those whom he loves.’ True love is ready to warn, reprove, confront or admonish where necessary. (Love Beyond Reason p20/21).
****************************************************************

Matthew 7 v 1: Do not judge, or you too will be judged.
Mark Dever wonders whether Matthew 7 v 1 has replaced John 3 v 16 as the best known and most quoted Bible verse. (12 Challenges Churches Face p50)

As I have already indicated this verse has been used as the basis for an argument that would dismiss church discipline as a practice for the contemporary church. This argument has taken the text out of its immediate context and stripped it of the intention that Jesus had in speaking these words. Certainly Jesus did forbid judging in one sense. 

In my experience this verse is mentioned whenever any kind of church discipline or even merely critical comment is raised. It seems to me that this verse has been used as a shield for sinful actions or attitudes and has therefore undermined the application of all that Jesus was saying in this verse and its context.

Certainly any ‘holier than thou’ judgemental attitude is contrary to any attitude that Jesus would encourage in his followers. Such an attitude fails to recognise the enormous debt that all followers of Jesus have to the grace and mercy of God as well as the reality that all followers of Jesus were and still are sinners. 

In the context of Matthew 7 after this saying Jesus goes on to condemn hypocrisy. He uses the picture of a person addressing the splinter (a sliver of sin) in the eye of his brother when he has a beam (a plank of sin) in his own. There is to be no room for hypocritical attitudes in respect of admonishing and correcting one another. The avoidance of any condemnatory attitudes is also necessary. 

In reality if we are unconcerned with sin in our own lives or in the lives of those with whom we are covenanted to share a discipled life then we are failing to demonstrate the love that Jesus has called us to share in and with one another.

These well-meaning people who take Matthew 7 v 1 as sufficient evidence that discipline is out of place in the contemporary church which does not have the right to pass judgement on a fellow believer are clearly mistaken. The verse needs to be set back into its context where it deals with the indiscriminate passing of judgment by an individual and calls for the removal of sin in a person’s life before they are able to speak regarding the sin of another.

Jesus' exhortation denies any self-righteous admonition by someone which is not preceded by self-examination and self-discipline. The passage then, when correctly interpreted, is an encouragement to both self-discipline and church discipline, not a deterrent to the latter.
Mark Dever asks: Could it be that, in our day, a misunderstanding of Matthew 7 v 1 has been a shield for sin and has worked to prevent the kind of congregational life that was known by churches of an earlier day and could be known by us again? (9 Marks of a Healthy Church p188.)
*****************************************************

Matthew 18 v 15 – 17: If your brother sins (against) you go and show him his fault, just between the two of you. If he listens to you, you have won your brother over. But if he will not listen, take one or two others along, so that every matter may be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses. If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector.
These verses provide the classic passage on church discipline, and as such they demonstrate that Jesus recognised the need for and hoped for a positive resolution from discipline. What these verses do not teach is that when sin is noticed the machinery of church discipline should be set immediately into in motion ruthlessly to taking its course. It speaks simply about going to the brother. In this understated way Jesus encourages discipline within the context of brotherly love and concern.

It might well be argued that formative discipline should include teaching regarding the processes of corrective discipline where it is required. Certainly a rudimentary explanation of the process taught by Jesus in these verses would be helpful if the disciple is going to contribute to a church where broken relationships and sinful actions are dealt with in a way that reflects Jesus’ desire for love and holiness in his church to be paramount and where reconciliation is held to be a necessary and clear focus in the life of his church.

We have then laid down in these verses a scriptural procedure that has clear and specific steps prescribed as follows:
Step 1: Private Reproof
This stage of church discipline is best understood as a normal part of church life rather than something exceptional. Church membership involves belonging to a community where there is a mutual responsibility of care and where from time to time the need emerges for disciples to encourage, instruct, challenge, admonish and rebuke one another. Fellowship viewed in this way will acknowledge that challenging one another is an aspect of being brothers and sisters together and an expression of brotherly love. This means that to challenge a brother or sister becomes a sign of care, a clear recognition of a mutual concern for one another’s spiritual life and well-being that flows out of a desire to see people growing as disciples of Jesus. If there were developed in a church an atmosphere of mutual love and appreciation where sinful behaviour and erroneous belief can be challenged without great offence being taken then a big step toward creating a church that will be increasingly attractive will have been taken.

Therefore, before actually speaking to a person about their behaviour, attitude or belief there are some preparatory and precautionary issues that should be faced.

· Be as sure of the facts as you can be and certain that confronting someone because of their behaviour or belief is appropriate. 

· Be sure that you are not acting on the basis of your own preferences and prejudices. The Scriptures always need to be the criteria. 

· Be sure to take note of the warnings of Galatians 6 v1 and to remember that all have sinned and fallen short of God’s expectations. This will help ensure that any approach is made in a humble and gentle spirit. 

· Be sure to pray about the matter before any confrontation takes place. 

· Do not procrastinate. The longer the delay, the more probability that the situation and difficulty might worsen.

· Do not gossip or as far as is possible do not even talk to others about the matter until the person has been spoken to privately. There is a necessity to guard against unnecessary and perhaps unfounded rumours beginning in a church. Privacy is the order of the day. Any discussion of the sinful behaviour or the erroneous belief must be with the offender, not behind their back. Many "pious" gossips express concern for sin, often in the form of "prayer requests." It is easy to gossip. It takes courage and caring to confront. But that is the Christian's duty.
· Be sure that the goal at this stage, as in all stages of this process, is to win the person back. The purpose is not to win an argument but to win a fellow follower of Jesus back into fellowship and truth.

· Pointing out someone's fault is risky, for there is no way of knowing how they will respond. Therefore let it be done gently and graciously, the offender will be more likely to recognise the error than become stubborn and bitter. This needs to be a loving, caring confrontation.
· In some situations the sin is apparent and there is little or no doubt that the brother or sister has sinned. But it will be wise in most initial confrontations to allow for the possibility that the sin is not actual and that there may be misunderstanding of one kind or another. 
This, prior to any meeting, examination will help to ensure that the motives that might result in confronting a person are in line with what Jesus would want.

There has been much debate as to whether the words “against you” are part of the original words of Jesus since many early manuscripts do not include them. In reality in many situations this is how this first step in church discipline will operate. The offence is personal and the offended person goes privately to the person responsible and raises the issue with the other person. However, whether the words “against you” were in the original text or not, Galatians 6:1 teaches that believers have a responsibility to confront sin in general in the life of other believers and not just when it is an offense against them personally. It needs too to be recognised that any sin within the community if not dealt with will because of its ultimate impact on the community will affect all in the community. It should be recognised too that the potential for damage to the individual which will eventually be recognised by the wider community will again affect the whole fellowship. 

In my opinion then Matthew 18:16-17 should not be limited to the problem of one believer sinning against another and in view of Galatians 6:1 there is the need for a two-fold application:
1. 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).
2. When the problem involves a believer overcome in or by some sin, as was the case in Galatians 6:1, the need is restoration.
Whatever, the one offended or who recognizes the offense or sin is to go privately and try to rectify the problem.
Some observations and guidelines:
1. Begin by expressing your genuine appreciation for the person and their good qualities to show you are genuinely concerned about their welfare. Only then bring up the matter which is of concern.
2. In some situations the sin is apparent and there is no question. However, there needs to allowance for the possibility that there has been a misjudgement or erroneous information or assumption or a misinterpretation of the situation. The other person’s side of the story needs to be heard and the genuine facts sought in the interest of truth and fairness. 
3. If the situation is not satisfactorily explained and the person fails to respond positively then they will need to be told that, according to the instructions of Scripture, other witnesses will be sought and brought in a further attempt to resolve the problem. 
Step 2: Private Conference

Private reproof is not always successful in resolving issues. The person being confronted may not admit to any fault or be willing to change behaviour acknowledged to be wrong. They may even refuse to discuss the matter. There is no certainty of success at any stage of this process. However, if private action is unsuccessful there is then a responsibility to take the further step of taking one or two others along to witness a further meeting. 

The intention here is still to keep the matter as confidential as possible as this will mean that if the issue can be resolved positively then the least number of people possible will be aware of the issue. It also means that if it has to be brought before the whole church it can be firmly proven and established. 

Some observations and guidelines:

1. No proposals are made as to who might be suitable to draw into the process at this point. It may be appropriate to involve church leaders but there is no necessity for this to be the case. 

2. Choosing wise and trusted people will preclude any accusation of people being selected because they will inevitably back up the person who has raised the issue. The role of the witnesses is not to support the challenger. Their involvement is to make it clear that the matter will need to be resolved and that a response is needed. They are there as witnesses not judges. 

3. At this point Jesus is quoting the Mosaic Law from Deuteronomy 19 v 15 which was intended to ensure that no one was convicted on the evidence of only one witness. It therefore needs to be recognised that these witnesses may support the challenger or they may possibly support the person being challenged. There may be facts and circumstances that they, because of their objectivity, can see that are not otherwise perceived. Again their presence is to help towards a resolution of the issues and bring about reconciliation.

4. It may be appropriate for the person being challenged to invite others to observe this meeting. The aim of the meeting is still ‘winning your brother’ and so any action that might facilitate this needs to be considered

5. There may be a need to meet on more than one occasion. Neither private reproof nor private conference need to be restricted to one time or attempt. However, it needs to be recognised that things cannot go on indefinitely.

Step 3: Public Announcement
If neither the first or second step brings a resolution to the situation then the matter is to be brought before the church. Here for what should be the first time the matter becomes public knowledge within the church. When other attempts to bring about repentance, restoration and reconciliation have been explored and failed then the involvement of the wider church becomes necessary. Stuart Murray suggests that at this point the maturity of a church will be tested through a tremendously demanding experience. (Murray p27/28)

Some observations and guidelines:

1. At this stage a church’s leaders will inevitably be involved but there is no way in which the matter should be restricted to leaders who would thereby be usurping the role that rightly belongs to the wider church.

2. I have earlier mentioned that church discipline may cause unjustified criticism of leaders for failing to know about and to deal with the issues that are involved. After all, that is what they are appointed and, if they are, paid for. There will almost invariably be those who probably for other reasons are dissatisfied with them will use the issues of church discipline to criticise the church’s leadership. However, the reality is that in a congregation of any size it will be impossible for one person, a pastor, to know everybody in the church in any intimate detail.  

3. What the church does here is to continue to challenge the unrepentant offender. The way in which this will be conducted will vary from one circumstance to another. However, the intent of this step is that the offender should ‘listen to the church’ and hopefully come to the point of repentance so that fellowship can be restored. 

4. There will be plenty of opportunity for division, gossip, wrong and confusing attitudes. This will especially be the case if it transpires that church members already knew about the circumstances and had adopted a ‘broad-minded, loving attitude’ rather than challenging the offender themselves. There will be other issues raised if self-righteous, judgemental attitudes are adopted. Again the need to emphasise the grace of God and for all involved to remember that the purpose of this disciplinary action is to restore the offender to fellowship through repentance and reconciliation.

5. This is certainly where the church’s leadership’s influence and authority is most needed. They have responsibility for the individual concerned but also but the whole church community. Therefore, there is the need for ‘leaders to direct matters in such a way that the church is awakened to righteousness, to godly grief and to repentance, while at the same time the sinner is given a further opportunity to repent’ (White & Blue p96).

Step Four: Public Exclusion – Pagans and Tax Collectors.

.......such solemn measures are only called for when every attempt to bring about repentance, restoration and reconciliation has been thoroughly explored and has failed. John White and Ken Blue (p95) express clearly the nature of this step and contain something of the sadness that reaching this point should bring to the heart of the church. The response that was hoped for has not occurred as the person refuses to ‘even listen to the church’.

At this point instead of being treated as a brother or sister, the person needs to be regarded as outside the church and no longer a follower of Jesus. This stage in Baptist history is described in various terms which include excommunication, the ban or shunning. These terms sound very harsh and severe but they need to be treated in light of this step needing to carry with it the hope that has been the focus of previous steps – restoration to fellowship and growth in discipleship of the erring person.

Pagans and tax collectors were both despised people in the time of Jesus. How should Christians treat such people? Obviously, Jesus’ attitude to such people was somewhat different to the religious leaders around him. The scribes and Pharisees gave such people a wide berth, refusing to have any contact with them at all. Jesus attitude was to meet with them and to challenge them to change their lives. He wanted them to find the grace and goodness of God for themselves. Matthew and Zacchaeus are obvious examples of this approach to these people. It is this attitude that even at this desperate step that should mark the church’s approach to these individuals. They are no longer members of the community of disciples but the door is still open for them to return through repentance and renewed faith and obedience that brought them into the company of the followers of Jesus in the first place. Jeschke makes this point well when he says that this step ‘must say two things simultaneously, first that a given person has forsaken the way of discipleship; and second, that he or she has a standing invitation to return.’ (Discipling in the Church p95)

At this point Jaschke’s link of evangelism and discipline is applicable. What Jesus seems to be implying is that now the former member has been excluded from the church and is no longer a member they have become again potential church members.. They are now in need of the gospel like others outside of the church. They are now again outsiders who might yet again become insiders.

Some observations and guidelines:

1. Putting someone out of the church may sound harsh, but it should be interpreted as respecting the freedom that the erring person has chosen for themselves – namely choosing for themselves how to live their lives rather than choosing to submit themselves to the Lord’s will and ways. It accepts that they have chosen to live in a way that is contrary to and inconsistent with being a disciple of Jesus and a member among his disciples.

2. Every member is free to make this choice, but in making the choice they forfeit the right to remain as a member of the church. They cannot expect for things to remain the same as if nothing has happened. It establishes both for the person and for the church the reality of the situation and yet carries with it still the hope that no longer being a member of the community will bring home to the person the consequence of their choice.

3. It probably needs to be recognised that excluding someone from church membership is often nothing more than a formal acceptance of what has already transpired. A person who has declined to respond at any of the earlier steps is more than likely to have excluded themselves from the church and its activities. However, the formal confirmation of this exclusion needs to happen and hopefully make clear in the individual’s mind the reality of their circumstances and perhaps inspire the need to resolve the issues and return to fellowship.

4. Expulsion is an exercise of judgement, but not of final judgement, which belongs to God alone. Excommunication has to do only with the individual’s relationship with the church. It does not affect a person’s salvation.

How exclusion from membership of the church is worked out will probably vary from place to place. The issues involved here will be affected by many considerations. In the light of what I have said above I personally find any total ban on social contact with a person unsatisfactory and somewhat contrary to the spirit of Jesus. However, the need for clarity is important. There should be no doubt about what has transpired. The person has been removed from membership of the church. The person should not continue to receive communion. They will be free to attend church activities which are open to all including worship services. It will probably be recognised that friendships with church members will continue to function but this should not imply at all that all is well. All of this needs to be saying that they are friends, but they are no longer fellow-disciples.

Step Five: Restoration

We have recognised throughout these comments that working through some or all of these steps will not necessarily result in a person being restored to fellowship. However, the primary purpose of the process is the restoration to fellowship of the person being disciplined. How might this restoration be marked?

Some observations and guidelines:

1. The restoration process should be as public as the church discipline process has been. If the person has responded to private reproof or private conference restoration should be dealt with privately by those involved and it should not need to include anyone else. If the church has been informed and involved in the process then restoration should include some recognition of this involvement.

2. Restoration follows a change of heart and a renewed commitment to follow Jesus. This will be marked by a repentant spirit that is made evident by changed behaviour in lifestyle or renewed commitment to Christian truth. The reality of these things may be confirmed by some people being appointed to meet with the person for a period of time as they settle back into the life of the church. This should not be seen as a monitoring of a person’s behaviour but rather as an expression of the support of the church.

The church needs to reach out to the restored individual, including them and assuring them of your support, and encouraging, exhorting, and challenging them to move on 

3. Depending on the nature of the issue that has resulted in discipline there may be a need for restitution to be made. 

4. There may be a place for personal testimony. When a person is baptised and becomes a member of the church they will often give an account of their new found faith in Jesus. In these circumstances of renewed faith it may be appropriate for the person to give a testimony concerning their renewed commitment to Jesus and to the life of discipleship within the fellowship of disciples. This should give an opportunity for thankfulness and joy to be expressed by the individual and by the church. This should also give the church opportunity to express forgiveness and to welcome back the individual into fellowship.

(A tape available from Willow Creek Community Church demonstrates this in a wonderful way.)

This whole process of discipline as Jesus outlines it here gives a realistic approach that a church can take as they deal with sinful actions and attitudes, broken relationships and erroneous belief. The process when worked out with compassion offers hope for a resolution to the issues that have caused a church to need to embark on the process of discipline.

Furthermore, the context of these verses indicate that should a person sin again by reverting to the behaviour or belief that evoked the need for discipline in the first place then it might be necessary to go through it all over again and again and again. Daunting but how else should we interpret the words of Jesus in replying to Peter’s question, ‘Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?’ Jesus says: ‘I tell you, not seven times but seventy seven times.’

In dealing with this passage from Matthew I recognise that I have not dealt at all with the issues of loosing and binding that are a part of the context of Matthew 18 as well as other passages in the New Testament. I have read and been encouraged by John Howard Yoder’s essay Binding and Loosing where he deals with the biblical, historical and contemporary aspects of church discipline linked to the concept of loosing and binding. I would commend that essay to anyone reading this paper.

******************************************************

James 5 v 19 – 20: My brothers and sisters, if one of you should wander from the truth and someone should bring that person back, remember this: Those who turn sinners from the error of their ways will save them from death and cover over a multitude of sins.

In these verses James makes it clear that there is a requirement upon all brothers and sisters to act with integrity in confronting and hopefully turning the straying sinner back toward the Lord. He agrees with other New Testament texts that all Christians have a mutual responsibility where discipline is concerned. He has already earlier in James 5 mentions elders and so his use of this more general term for members of God’s family here indicates that he is not expecting leaders only to be calling other Christians to account. Acting as a true disciple means that we will recognise that there is a place for accountability and that in recognising this Christians will help other followers of Jesus to remain faithful and steadfast in their commitment both to his ways and his truth.

The practice of the disciplinary procedure in Matthew 18 will help to maintain this responsibility and accountability.

************************************************************
1 Corinthians 5 v 1 – 13: It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of a kind that does not occur even among pagans: A man has his father’s wife. And you are proud! Shouldn’t you rather have been filled with grief and have put out of your fellowship the man who did this? Even though I am not physically present, I am with you in spirit. And I have already passed judgement on the one who did this, just as if I were present. When you are assembled in the name of our Lord Jesus and I am with you in spirit, and the power of our Lord Jesus is present, hand this man over to Satan, so that the sinful nature may be destroyed and his spirit saved on the day of the Lord.

Your boasting is not good. Don’t you know that a little yeast works through the whole batch of dough? Get rid of the old yeast that you may be a new batch without yeast – as you really are. For Christ, our Pascal Lamb has been sacrificed. Therefore let us keep the Festival, not with the old yeast, the yeast of malice and wickedness, but with bread without yeast, the bread of sincerity and truth.

I have written to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people – not at all meaning the people of this world who are immoral, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters. In that case you would have to leave this world. But now I am writing you that you must not associate with any who claim to be fellow believers but are sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater, a drunkard or a swindler. With such a man do not even eat.   
What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church? Are you not to judge those inside? God will judge those outside. ‘Expel the wicked person from among you.’

This is the most serious case of church discipline recorded in the New Testament. Paul accused a member of the church at Corinth of gross immorality – what amounted to incest since he was having sexual relations with his father’s wife. 

"Deliver this man to Satan" does sound very severe but the command to deliver someone to Satan is not only found here in Paul’s writings. It is also found in another epistle where Paul writes about some people shipwrecking their faith: "Among them are Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan to be taught not to blaspheme" in 1 Timothy 1 v 20.
Paul's command to hand over a person to Satan is an act of excommunication and its purpose is certainly to remove evil from the church but has behind it the hope that the person so treated will repent and return to the security of the church’s fellowship. Believers are safe in the hand of God from which no one, not even Satan, can snatch them. However, if a sinner is delivered to Satan, hopefully when they are cast adrift and deprived of spiritual support, the possibility is not remote that the outcast will come to his senses and subsequently repent.
Therefore, it is hoped that the flesh or sinful nature will be dealt with and through the time of exclusion from fellowship the person may ultimately be saved as they come to their senses, realise the consequences of their sin and repent.
Many commentators relate the expression ‘the day of the Lord’ to the day of judgement. However, others conclude that the phrase can have a broader meaning than simply to the end of time when judgement takes place. It can also mean a period during which God’s people rejoice in the Lord and his evident presence among them. For example, Isaiah 2 v 11 & v 17 says: ‘The arrogance of men will be brought low and the pride of men humbled, the Lord alone will be exalted in that day.’ Certainly, these verses are very appropriate to describe the circumstance envisaged here of a sinful man recognising his need to turn from his arrogance and repent.
By his wisdom and grace the Lord brings sinners to repentance through various means and methods. He is interested in the salvation of this man's soul and earnestly desires that he along with all people should come to repentance.
There are many other things that might be said by way of interpreting this passage, but my intention is to deal with the things that Paul says particularly about judgement and discipline.

There are several things that Paul judges:

1. The behaviour of the church member who is acting contrary not only to Scriptural teaching but also contrary to what the culture around the church would accept.

2. The liberal attitude of the church which seems to be proud of the fact that this person is still a member of the church and boasting about this.

3. The failure of the church to deal with the person in a manner that takes seriously the sinful behaviour.

4. The failure of the church to recognise the way that sin if left undisciplined begins to affect the whole church not just those who are initially involved in the sinful behaviour.

All of these points work together to show that church discipline has a wider application than simply dealing with the offender. The church’s response to sinful behaviour among its membership also needs discipline. The church itself, therefore, needs to face up to its sinful attitude and begin to change its attitude or else the church will become completely overtaken by the sinfulness it has failed to discipline.

Some observations and suggestions:

1. There is a problem in that many churches seem to think or at least to act as if it is only sexual sins that call for reformative discipline. Paul demonstrates that this should not be the case as he makes a list of sins that should result in discipline. This is not an exhaustive list but it is long enough to show that although sexual sin needs to be addressed it is one of many sins that should come under church discipline..

2. Paul illustrates the link between evangelistic witness to those who are outside the church with the need for discipline within the church. He makes it clear that he has a concern for both those within and without the church. Jeschke’s comments about this link are helpful:

..... It is clear then that congregational discipline is of primary importance...... The parallel we have shown between gospel proclamation and congregational discipline implies that both are equally indispensible to the realisation of the kingdom of God. In the light of this we can insist that the recovery of discipline according to the gospel will strengthen the mission of the church. Evangelism will be clarified when people see that conversion leads to a discipled life in the church. The outreach of the church can only benefit from faithful discipline. 
The apostle’s argument moves from the individual, to the church fellowship and then to the wider community because he recognises that all of these have inevitable effects on one another. This inevitable link is one that churches today sometimes struggle to recognise. When I come to consider the possible benefits of re-introducing church discipline in our churches I will return to this individual-church-society link.

3. Despite the extreme language that Paul uses the intent in his mind and heart is still that the offender might be restored to fellowship. He speaks about this hope in 2 Corinthians when referring to someone, who may be the person mentioned in this passage, who has returned to the fellowship after the church after similar action to that encouraged here.

4. In respect of this person returning to fellowship Paul deals with the church’s attitude to the penitent returning person. In 2 Corinthians 2 v 7 – 8 the apostle says: ......you ought to forgive and comfort him, so that he will not be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. I urge you, therefore, to reaffirm your love for him. His instructions here affirm the need to welcome and restore a person who has repented and sought reconciliation within the church. Restoration should be full and final with the person welcomed again into full church membership.

Donald Bridge observes about this instance:

The New Testament is nothing if it is not specific. Sexual sin is to be regarded in a very serious light indeed. He goes on to say that sexual misbehaviour can never be a matter of ‘my business and no-one else’s’.

Jack Hayford Comments:

Paul makes a clear and important distinction between sinners in the world and those in the church. The church leadership is to administer corrective discipline to those inside its fellowship, but judgement of those outside the church rests with God (1 Cor. 5 v 12 – 13). It is part of our witness to accept sinners in the world on their own terms. But it is foolhardy to condone clear violations of Scripture among the faithful.

Paul did not call for a monastic withdrawal from the worldly and sexually immoral people. Such practices have done little to advance godliness or the gospel. Instead, the things Paul mentioned as dividing lines for fellowship were things that Scripture also clearly defines as sin elsewhere: idolatry, adultery, fornication, homosexuality, thievery, drunkenness. God has already announced His judgement on all of them (5 v 11; 6 v 9 – 10). In these areas the church must speak with God’s voice. Our judgement must agree with His. (p 39).

Gordon Fee in his commentary on 1 Corinthians makes some extremely important comments and observations:

The word porneia (sexual immorality) in the Greek world simply meant prostitution....... But the word had been picked up in Hellenistic Judaism, always pejoratively, to cover all extramarital sexual sins and aberrations, including homosexuality. It could also refer to any of these sins specifically, as it does here. In the New Testament the word is thus used to refer to that particular blight on Greco-Roman culture, which was almost universally countenanced, except among the Stoics. That is why porneia appears so often as the first item in the New Testament vice lists, not because Christians were sexually ‘hung up’, nor because they considered this the primary sin, the ‘red letter’, as it were. It is the result of its prevalence in the culture, and the difficulty the early church experienced with its Gentile coverts breaking with their former ways, which they did not consider immoral.
Fee’s comments here are important for our day since we too are surrounded by a sex-saturated culture where Christians are tempted to live in ways that adapt to that culture rather than challenge it. 

Fee goes on to write:
The fact that the woman herself is not mentioned especially since women are more often condemned for sexual sins than men is a sure indication that only the man was a member of the Christian community. (p200-201).

There is always some who see this action as harsh and unloving; but such criticism comes from those who do not appreciate the biblical view of God’s holiness, and the deep revulsion to sin that that holiness entails. (p203)

First, in this text church discipline is not the affair of one or a few....... the action was to be the affair of all.

Second, the ultimate reason for such discipline is remedial, not judgemental. For such to take place, one needs an especially loving, redemptive community........

Finally, the great problem with such discipline in most Christian communities in the Western world is that one can simply go down the street to another church. Not only does that say something about the fragmented condition of the church at large, but it also says something about those who would quickly welcome one who is under discipline in another community.

Perhaps it should be added that if one were to be so disciplined in our day, too often the person could ‘take it or leave it’ as far as the church is concerned – and that probably says more about the condition of the church itself than about the person who is dissociated. Maybe the most significant thing we can learn from such a text is how far many of us are removed from the view of the church in which the dynamic of the Spirit was so real that exclusion could be a genuinely redemptive action. (p213 – 214).

In relation to this Jack Hayford quotes the following: 

Roy Knuteson’s book, Calling the Church to Discipline, warns of failure in the attempt to discipline if there is not common cooperation from the larger body of Christ in a given locality. ‘The proper way to handle such a matter is to do exactly what the Corinthians did. They barred him from their services and refused even to visit with him socially. He was confined to the sphere of the world instead of the church, for the object of chastisement was the ‘destruction of the flesh’. It must be remembered that in those days there was only one Christian assembly in this notoriously sinful Greek city, and there was no other spiritual fellowship and refreshment to be found anywhere. He could not, as in the case of many today, simply ‘move his membership’ elsewhere. There was no place to go. If churches today would communicate their actions to other churches, people could not run away from discipline measures in their local assemblies. When they do, the intended discipline fails and the church suffers.

The context of Paul’s words here indicates the way in which the church is called to judge those who are a part of it. However, he is careful to warn the church not to have a judgemental attitude towards those who are as yet outside the church. This seems to me to follow the teaching of Jesus that Christians should be “in the world but not of it”. The requirement to judge ungodly actions and behaviour and to call one another within the church to holy living is one that we need to take seriously. At the same time we need to take seriously the challenge to continue to witness to the world around us.
How will discipline be administered?
Accepting then that church discipline has at its heart the desire to see church members who have been caught up in sinful behaviour or false teaching restored to being a follower of Jesus, fellowshipping again in the community of faith and reconciled to fellow disciples as well as to God how should church discipline be practised? What attitudes should attend church discipline? Stuart Murray provides the following list of attitudes that he believes are crucial in any practice of church discipline:

· Gentleness and Humility.

· Grief and Sorrow.

· Treating people still as friends and brothers rather than as enemies.

· Clarity of Purpose and Firmness in Action.

· Flexibility – treat each case individually.

· Offering Acceptance and Forgiveness.

· Confrontation not Condemnation.

To his list I would add the following:

· Admonition not Animosity or Anger.

· Love not Legalism.

· Love not Licence.

· Pastoral not Punitive.

These attitudes if they undergird disciplinary action will make the action at least somewhat easier to bear. However, that is not the main point of espousing these attitudes as essential where discipline is concerned. The main point is that they are attitudes that reflect the attributes of God and display the very characteristics of Jesus himself. They recognise that love has at times has to carry a tough side in order to be love and not sentimentality or liberality.  If they are adopted by those involved they will contribute to maintaining good relationships through the disciplinary process and hopefully bring the sinner to a realisation of the love of the church and to a recognition of what they will be missing if they should be excluded from it.

All of these attitudes then will work toward genuine reconciliation. If they come from self-giving, servant hearts that are filled with love for God and for the individual then the hope for restoration and reconciliation through repentance will become not only a focus but by the grace of God a reality.

What would be the benefits and values of restoring the practice of church discipline? Most of these benefits have previously been listed under the reasons for discipline but most bear repetition.

1. For the good of the person being disciplined.

Much of what I have already said I hope demonstrates that the primary concern of church discipline is that where it is necessary the individuals concerned might come to repent and be reconciled to the Lord and his people. It needs to be recognised that church discipline even if it results in exclusion is never meant to be the final statement about a person’s eternal destiny. We don’t know that and any such pronouncement is not the purpose of discipline. 

What we are concerned about is a person in their present life and experience knowing the love of God and the power of his Spirit working in and through them for his glory. Where sinful action and mistaken belief have interfered with that then the church is called to do all that it can to challenge and confront these things. The intent is that the person might be renewed in their faith and commitment as they repent and are restored to fellowship.

2. For the good of other Christians, as they recognise the danger of sin.

This will be the result where the process of discipline results in the issues for discipline becoming public knowledge and the church embarks on obvious disciplinary action. The intent here is not to intimidate people but to enable them to know that sin is taken seriously and where it is not dealt with and repented of there are very serious repercussions.

3. For the health of the church as a whole.

In 1 Corinthians 5 v 6 – 8 Paul uses the image of yeast to illustrate the spreading nature of sin that is unchecked and not repented of. For this reason Paul wants and the church today should want to deal with sin as and when it arises in order for the infecting power of sin to be curtailed.

Of course this should not mean that discipline becomes the main focus of the church but to recognise that there may be times when for the good of the whole body of believers discipline does take a more central part in the church’s life. 

John Hammett says:

.....our corporate health would be strengthened. How can the church live the life we are commanded to live (loving one another, praying for one another, encouraging one another) if most of our people live like they are unregenerate. How can our churches govern themselves responsibly if members are not walking in fellowship with Christ and one another? 
In addressing these first three points the words of Findley B. Edge are worth noting:

The practice of discipline must be reclaimed because, oddly enough, this is one of the best ways the church has of showing genuine concern for its own membership. It must be remembered that the purpose of reformative discipline is always redemptive and not primarily punitive (1Cor 5 v 5). It may be that a Christian brother whom the church is seeking to admonish and rebuke will resist the love of the church just as he may resist the love of God. Nevertheless the church must continue to love and to woo him just as God continued to love and woo us ‘while we were still sinners.’  

He goes on to say: ....the church is committing serious sin against its own by not exercising discipline. I have come to believe this is true both regarding the individual and the whole church.

4. For the corporate witness of the church.

Here I return to the individual-church-society link I mentioned earlier. John Hemmett suggests that the presence of discipline in the life of the church will underwrite the church’s evangelistic outreach. He says:

....the recovery of meaningful church membership (which discipline implies) should be the number one priority of Baptist churches today because of the effect it would have on our corporate witness. Imagine being able to respond to the common excuse, ‘Your church is full of hypocrites,’ by saying, ‘Well, we’re not perfect but we are committed to following Christ,’ knowing that the lives and ministries of church members backed that up. Rather than driving people away, meaningful membership could be the most attractive witness a church could offer. Greg Wills notes that from 1790 to 1860, when Baptist churches maintained high rates of discipline, they also maintained high rates of growth, growing at a rate twice that of the population, while in later years, as their discipline fell, so did their growth. Could the recovery of meaningful membership allow the light of the gospel to shine through us with greater clarity and beauty?

What he is proposing is that church discipline can be a powerful tool in evangelism. 

Certainly people outside the church notice when our lives are different, especially this might be the case when a whole community of people are demonstrating by the lives they live the difference that faith in Christ can make to the way people live. It will be recognised that no one is perfect, but where people are marked by their genuine seeking to love God and one another as well as those around them it will have a wide effect. When the church is perceived as conforming to and therefore no different from the world around it, it inevitably makes the church’s evangelistic task more difficult. Discipline will make it clear both within and outside of the church that it is determined to do all that it can to ensure that those who are its members are living these different-from-the-world lives.

Therefore, since church membership is a sign that the church has accepted that a person is indeed a Christian; it has a responsibility for the lives and the way of life of its members; seeking to ensure that they present to the wider community an idea of how a Christian is supposed to live and to be distinct from others who are not Christians.
If an unrepentant church member continues to sin publicly without being disciplined by the church, the church begins to give a contradictory witness to the community about what it means to be a Christian, and about how Christians live. Therefore, with this self-contradictory witness, the unbelieving community begins to wonder what it means, if anything at all, to be a Christian. 

Any tolerating of serious, unrepentant sin causes the verbal witness of the church to seem less credible to the unbelieving community because of the increasing divergence between what the church says and the kinds of behaviour it allows to go on unchecked within its membership. This obvious hypocrisy means that unbelievers have good reason to reject the claims of the gospel message offered by the church.

These sad but understandable effects of allowing sinful practice and behaviour in the church to go undisciplined should encourage the church to consider the reintroduction of discipline into its life and hopefully for its witness to the gospel to bear increasing fruit.

There has been some research linked to the disappearance of discipline in mainline churches and the decline in the numerical strength of those churches. This has been compared with the comparative strictness of some of the newer models of church life that appears to be growing in numbers. This numerical decline is attributed at least in part to members of mainline churches being attracted by the stricter approach that these new churches offer. 

Some of this research seems to indicate that the stricter a church is the more attractive it will be with ‘working-class’ people. 

The research is inconsistent. However, it does at least suggest that a reintroduction of discipline in churches will not necessarily be an inhibiting factor to numerical growth and indeed might well encourage it.

Stanley Haurearus makes the following comment in respect of the growth in strict, more disciplinarian churches:

In this respect it is interesting to note how we, that is, those of us in mainstream traditions—tend to think about the loss of membership by mainstream churches and the growth of so-called conservative churches. Churches characterized by compassion and care no longer are able to retain membership, particularly that of their own children, whereas conservative churches that make moral conformity and/or discipline their primary focus continue to grow......
While not wanting to encourage churches to be without compassion and care, indeed, God forbid, there is a lesson to be learned here. Churches might discern that discipline can aid growth. The main thrust of what I have written here is that any church that people might be attracted to and to which they might want to belong will need to display both the characteristics of love, care and compassion and a clarity of expectation and discipline. 
There is a sense in which the church lives in a glass house, and those outside of the house are free to observe those within it. When the church fails to discipline sinful behaviour that those outside of it either know or perceive to be inappropriate for Christians then the church has will inevitably add to its ineffectiveness in witness.  

The church must deal decisively with sin. The process of discipline which Matthew 18 proposes as the way forward will need to be followed. This will be a serious attempt to bring the offender to repentance and renewed faith, together with any reconciliation with fellow Christians that may be needed. Without this then the church will need sadly to resort to excommunication.
5. For the glory of God as the church reflects his holiness.

Human beings were created in God’s image for this purpose. The story of God’s dealings with Israel in the Old Testament is of God making a people who will bear his glory, instructing them in holiness so that they will reflect that glory especially to the nations around them. This was the basis for discipline and correction in Old Testament times. It was too the basis for shaping the New Testament church. Christians are called to a clear holiness, not for their own reputations but for God’s. Consequently, discipline in the church today needs to be seen as a means to that end of giving God a church that is filled not only with loving Christians but also with holy men and women who are living in obedient submission to the will of God.

This requires then that in word and deed, the church must demonstrate an intense hatred for sin and a genuine desire for holiness. Such holiness demands ardent love for Jesus Christ and truth among his people
Conclusion
I believe that the gospel that the church proclaims demands that all unrepented sin that is visible should be disciplined. Jesus desired self-discipline from His followers, but when self-discipline fails, the Christian community is responsible to exercise discipline lovingly. The sins that call for discipline include personal offenses that fail to demonstrate Christian love, divisiveness that fails to protect Christian unity, moral lapses and sinful behaviour that break Christian standards, and false teaching. All of these issues should be covered by the church’s teaching at a formative level.
In A Community of Believers Deweese encourages churches to ‘place primary emphasis on the formative phase of discipline, rather than the reformative. The fundamental goal of discipline is to keep church members biblically sound, morally upright, and spiritually strong.
...........This goal can be achieved through serious covenantal instruction, vigorous Bible teaching programs, substantive preaching, and attention to such basic disciplines as regular church attendance, generous financial offerings, and participation in ministries. A reasonable goal is for formative discipline to be so effective that restorative discipline is not needed. (p78).

In practicing church discipline, each member of a church will need to assume the responsibility of lovingly watching over the other members of the church for the purpose of encouraging holiness and discouraging sinful and disorderly behaviour in each member and in the church as a whole. In addition, each member will need in effect to consent to being subject to such scrutiny.

Our post-modern thinking which concentrates and focuses on the individual must constantly be challenged by the emphasis that the New Testament gives to the corporate life of the Church.

The emphasis on the individual making a commitment to follow Jesus Christ as if that is all that is needed for spiritual life and growth to start and continue is never found in the New Testament. We are called to a life of obedient discipleship together with others who have heard and responded to that call. This community variously described in the New Testament as the Body of Christ; the Bride of Christ; a Holy Temple; a People belonging to God; a Royal Priesthood – the Church is vital to the spiritual life and growth of the individual. We are together followers of Jesus – his disciples.

Discipline arises as we challenge one another; as we admonish one another; as we take responsibility for one another; as we share mutual accountability in seeking after the holiness that should result from being a follower of Jesus. We, therefore, need one another and cannot do without one another if we are to mature and grow increasingly to be like Jesus.
In conclusion I recognise the warning implied in the words of James Leo Garrett written in 1962 that ‘Those who would lead in the renewal of discipline must be thoroughly convinced of its terrible urgency.’ Marlin Jeschke also acknowledges that ‘...... it is safe to say that a recovery of a healthy church discipline will not be easy.......’ However, with Jeschke I have come to believe that: It is clear then that congregational discipline is of primary importance...... The parallel we have shown between gospel proclamation and congregational discipline implies that both are equally indispensible to the realisation of the kingdom of God. In the light of this we can insist that the recovery of discipline according to the gospel will strengthen the mission of the church. Evangelism will be clarified when people see that conversion leads to a discipled life in the church. The outreach of the church can only benefit from faithful discipline.

I believe, the benefits then of renewing discipline both formative and restorative as a clear practice in our churches would outweigh any deficits. Those benefits would include a clearer corporate witness to the world around us; an increase in discernable spiritual growth among the members of our churches; the reclamation of sisters and brothers who have wandered from their first commitment to Jesus and a reassertion of what it means to be a member of the church of Christ. 

Donald Bridge concludes that:

The church that fails to exercise discipline will lose its self-respect and the respect of others. The church is called to dispense salt, not honey, says Helmut Thielicke. When it does that,




......the world will have to reckon with you.




Corruption will be slowed and reversed by you.




The world won’t like it, but can’t ignore it.

What is church discipline?

It is the serious attempt to preserve the truth, order and standards of New Testament Christianity in the local church. It is the determination to take the Son of God seriously, and to hearken to his apostles. It is designed for the preservation of spiritual life, the authentication of the church’s witness, the discouragement of sin and the restoration of the fallen. We preserve our spiritual life by doing our best to ensure that membership is only for the spiritually alive. We authenticate our witness by proclaiming scriptural truth and living lives that illustrate its power. We discourage sin by making sure not only that our teaching deplores it but that our inaction does not condone it. We restore the fallen, not by leading them to suppose from our silence that their fall does not matter, but by showing them its consequences and pulling them back from the brink.

