Lesson 16,    Church Discipline
Last week we looked at the importance of being good stewards of all things since all things, material and spiritual, come from God.  While every believer is responsible for good stewardship and accountable to God, specific qualities are prescribed for leaders in the church who must be mature in faith, capable, reliable and accountable concerning things which belong to God.  Several Scriptures list qualities necessary for those in authority and the responsibility of  leadership as officers in the church whether pastors, elders, teachers, missionaries or any other designation.  They are entrusted with the gospel and sound doctrine as well as mentoring and disciplining believers. In return believers are to honor and support those who lead and minister to them.

The church at Corinth was admonished by Paul for strife, jealousy and arrogance.  They were divided within the church and a poor witness to those outside the church.  As Chapter 4 ended, Paul insisted that these and other issues be addressed as they were accountable to the Lord for judgment.  Anticipating Paul's future return to them, they could choose either a rod of discipline or, by resolving these matters and purging sin from among the congregation, they would experience love and a spirit of gentleness from Paul.  There is an even more serious issue.

1 Corinthians 5:1-2

The need for discipline
Moving from sarcasm about their arrogance, Paul expresses a deep disappointment concerning sexual sin in the church and their failure to do anything about it.  The seriousness of the sin and widespread knowledge about it are evident.  This sin of incest (in this case involving a man and his step-mother) is not just a religious issue, for even the pagan and generally immoral Gentiles don't accept it.  Even so, cultural values are not the standard for Christians, for God defines both sin and righteousness.  

Any sexual act outside the bond of marriage between a husband and his wife is explicitly forbidden.  Marriage is to be held in honor and the marriage bed undefiled  Heb. 13:4  which would address any abusive or disrespectful behavior within the marriage relationship.  Sexual perversions take many forms and there is no need to list them here.  God states His reason for demanding sexual purity: "I am the LORD your God.  You shall not do what is done in the land of Egypt where you lived, nor are you to do what is done in the land of Canaan where I am bringing you; you shall not walk in their statutes."  

Lev. 18:2-3  The rest of the chapter continues with specific sexual sins.  In Lev. 8:29, God commands that "whoever does any of these abominations, those persons who do so shall be cut off from among the people."  Leviticus continues by forbidding idolatry and addresses other laws to be observed.

The Apostle John wrote to give assurance to believers that they did indeed have eternal life.  1 John 5:13
Those who practice sin and will not repent are not saved 1 John 3:7-10, and their presence among believers corrupts the entire church.  So, why haven't God's people mourned?  Perhaps, like many churches today, they found tolerance to be a virtue, and condemning sin and taking action seemed unloving and judgmental.  Pressure from a corrupt culture which affirms sin as normal or even admirable can make church discipline difficult. Very few churches today practice Biblical discipline.  

We don't know others' motives or false reasoning, but we do know that the church at Corinth had failed to address this sinfulness and take action.  Paul addressed this failure as an urgent problem and identified the proper action:  the one who had done this must be removed from the church.





Scriptural church discipline
Scripture gives us a specific process for effective church discipline.  Matthew 18:15-17 gives 

step-by-step instructions for addressing unrepentant sin:

v. 15   
Step 1:

 "If your brother sins, go and show him his fault in private; 





if he listens to you, you have won your brother. 




A fellow member, and most likely a friend or teacher, talks to the offender




privately, speaking the truth in love and urging confession and repentance.




If the offender repents, he is restored to fellowship and it is over.

v. 16  
Step 2:

"But if he does not listen to you, take one or two more with you, 




so that by the mouth of two or three witnesses every fact may be confirmed." 




If the first confrontation is not effective, more than one person is required to




confirm the seriousness of the sin, the need for repentance and subsequent 




consequences.  This step usually includes officers in the church.




If the offender repents, he is restored to fellowship and it is over.

v. 17 
Step 3:

 "If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church"    




This is where the process becomes public to the entire church.




Even at this point, repentance brings restoration.


Step 4:

"If he refuses to listen even to the church, 





let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. 




There are consequences for practicing sin and refusing to repent.




The Bible instructs that fellowship is broken and the offender is to be




removed from the fellowship of the church.  This is excommunication.




The offender is removed from membership.  

Matt. 18:18-20 states that church discipline is to be taken consistent with God's righteousness and judgment.  The promise of Jesus' presence when two or three are gathered, identifying Jesus as Lord and authority for discipline,  is in the context of church discipline.  

Scripture identifies other sins or behaviors which may result in church discipline:

2 Thess. 3:6-15    


v. 6
 every brother who leads an unruly life and 


not according to the tradition which you received from us. 


v. 10
if anyone is not willing to work, then he is not to eat


v. 11 
leading an undisciplined life, doing no work at all, but acting like busybodies. 


v. 14-15 If anyone does not obey our instruction in this letter, 



take special note of that person and do not associate with him, 


so that he will be put to shame. 



Yet do not regard him as an enemy, but admonish him as a brother.

1 Tim. 5:19-21 addresses the care which must be taken when an officer in the church is accused.


There must be two or three witnesses.


If the offender does not repent, he is to be rebuked before the entire church as an example.

Titus 2:10-16 gives instructions concerning rebellious men, empty talkers and deceivers who profess


to know God but their deeds their deeds deny Him, being detestable, disobedient, and worthless.


Reprove them severely so that they may be sound in the faith.

Titus 3:9-11 instructs believers to not engage in foolish controversies and disputes.  


Reject a fractious man after first and second warning, knowing that such a man is 


perverted and is sinning, being self-condemned.

Rom. 16:17  Now I urge you, brethren, keep your eye on those who cause dissensions and hindrances 
contrary to the teaching which you learned, and turn away from them.

Jude 1:18-23 gives instructions for the last days when some in the church will cause divisions and 
heresies, sometimes showing mercy with fear, hating even garments polluted by the flesh. 
1 Corinthians 5:3-5

The goal of discipline
In the absence of action by the church, Paul has acted by confirming the guilt of the offender and passing judgment on unrepentant sinning in the righteousness and authority of Jesus.  This decision and action is to be given in the presence of the assembly of believers.  By delivering the offender to Satan, he is put out of the fellowship of believers and the blessing of worship.  Destruction of his flesh would refer to divine chastening for sin.  The unrepentant person may suffer greatly under God's judgment, but will not be an evil influence in the church.  Surely, this treatment is more likely to bring change than if tolerated and accepted in the church.  1 Tim. 1:20 reports another instance where Paul passed this judgment in order to teach two men, who had "suffered shipwreck in regard to their faith" not to blaspheme.

The goal of church discipline is restoration of the offender.  A spirit of gentleness is prescribed for those who are caught in a trespass or who need correction to restore them to fellowship and to lead them to the knowledge of truth.  Gal. 6:1, 2 Tim. 2:25  In the process for correction, conviction and regret can be a heavy burden for the one who is disciplined.  In such a case, forgiveness and comfort is to be given so that the person will not be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow and heal a situation which could have provided an opportunity for Satan.  2 Cor. 2:5-11  

1 Corinthians 5:6-8

Reasons for discipline
Church discipline is required when specific commands of Scripture are violated without repentance.  A formal and loving procedure protects both the offender and the church.  Discipline is not conducted in secret but before the entire church body.  Church discipline seeks to bring the offender to repentance and restoration, and it maintains the purity of the church.

These verses address the danger of not practicing discipline in the church.  It may be falsely assumed that "small" sins do not require action.  However, Paul points out truth from a familiar parable.

In Matt. 13:33 teaches a truth about God's kingdom.  In this collection of parables about the Kingdom of Heaven, the man who sowed seed is Jesus.  In the parable about the leaven, it is a woman who puts leaven in the loaf.  In many verses in Scripture, a woman symbolically represents Israel. As we know,

Scripture interprets Scripture, and there are several verses which give us insight into this illustration.

In these verses Paul warns the church that sin is like leaven.  Leaven in bread dough has a corrupting effect, producing gas which makes bread rise. Even a little will affect the entire loaf.  Paul instructs the church to clean out the old leaven freeing the church from the corrupting effect of tolerated sin.

Paul states that believers are in fact unleavened, identifying Jesus as our Passover sacrificed for us.

This reference takes us back to the Old Testament and what is taught about leaven with reference to the observance of Passover.  Passover required unleavened bread.  All leaven had to be removed from the house and not even seen.  Ex. 12:15, 19; 13:5-8  Deuteronomy 16:2-4 forbid leaven in the house for seven days at Passover.  In Lev. 2:11 grain offerings were to have no leaven, and priests were to eat unleavened bread.  Lev. 16:16-17  The only exception was two loaves of leavened bread which were brought as a wave offering at Pentecost.  Lev. 23:15-17  This pictures the celebration of Pentecost in 

30 AD when the Holy Spirit would bring both Jews and Gentiles (both sinful) into the New Covenant with Jesus.  Acts 2
In verse 8 Paul denounces the leaven of malice and wickedness and celebrates the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.  Jesus warned His disciples to beware the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees.  Matt. 16:6, 11-12  The Pharisees were legalistic and the Sadducees denied the resurrection, and their teachings were false.  In Mark 8:15, Jesus again warned of the leaven of the Pharisees and the leaven of Herod which would have been immorality.  Luke 12:1 records Jesus identifying the leaven of the Pharisees as hypocrisy.  Paul wrote to the church in Galatia concerning false doctrine about circumcision, pointing out that their teachings did not come from God and would corrupt the whole church.  Gal. 5:2-9
1 Corinthians 5:9-13

The extent of discipline

Paul refers to an earlier letter which admonished the church not to associate with immoral people.  Evidently there had been some misunderstanding causing some of them to retreat from living in the world.  Although God's people are in the world, we are not of the world.  The world is our mission field.  Paul's instruction was specific to immoral people in the church citing sins of immorality, coveting, idolatry, reviling, drunkards and swindlers.  Anyone in the church who practices these sins is to be expelled from the fellowship.  Paul reminded them that he is not judging those outside the church; that's God's job.  Their assignment to judge inside the church is on the authority of Jesus as we observed earlier. Paul quoted from Deuteronomy where the children of Israel were required to put to death false prophets or those who practiced idolatry.  More severe than excommunication or shunning!

Church discipline, lovingly and Biblically practiced, benefits all involved:


The offender has an opportunity to repent and be restored to fellowship.


The process is an example and encouragement for other believers.


The church members are protected from the corruption of sin and any opportunity for Satan.


The church maintains a correct witness to the world.

When church discipline is not practiced:


The offender is not corrected and brought to an opportunity for repentance.


Church members and leaders also sin by tolerating the practice of sin within the membership.


Unchecked sin spreads and consumes the whole.


Satan is given an opportunity.


Non-believers in the world harshly judge the church which claims to belong to Jesus.

