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The Issue with Discipline 

• Any topic that contains the world ‘discipline’ will raise caution. Few like the idea of being 

‘disciplined’. 

Permissive Worldview 

 

Authoritative Worldview 

 

 

What is ‘Discipline’? 

• Depending on how you read this concept, you may consider it to be either: 

 

a. _____________ - the enforcement of a form of order (e.g. a penalty imposed to draw 

compliance)  

 

b. _____________ - the attempt to correct or shape thinking or behaviour (e.g. as a teacher 

or parent might issue in order help a child). 

 

 

The example of Job 

 

 

 

(Note: ‘discipline’ can also be used to indicate a branch of instruction or thought (e.g. the discipline of 

medicine, or philosophy etc.) – that is not our focus. 

 

What is ‘Church Discipline’? 

• As we look at the church that gathers in the New Testament, it gathers because it is called 

together and built by Christ (‘I will build my church’ - Matt 16:18). The Word of God is 

proclaimed, people were called to repent and believe, and his church grew (c.f. Acts 2:41; 

5:14; 6:7; 8:12; 9:31; 11:21; 13:48-49; 14:1, 21; 17:11-12; 18:8). 

• A key feature of this church is that they gather to listen and obey the word of God. Their 

fellowship is determined by and based upon the Word of God as spoken by Jesus and the 

apostles (2 Tim 3:14-16; Jude 17). The church leadership are giving the task of testifying to the 

gospel of God so that Christ’s folk would be fed and lead well regardless of the circumstances 

that they might face. (Acts 20:24-25, 28-31). 
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• An important characteristic of the church is that its membership seeks to see that within the 

people of God there be no false teaching or wrong behaviour. The method of securing that 

ideal is not only by the minister or the church council investigating and determining outcomes, 

but rather by every member of the Christian fellowship being sensitive to the presence of 

unworthy and false brothers or sisters. 

• As such: 

1. There should be an alertness among members. 

14 Take special note of anyone who does not obey our instruction in this letter. Do 

not associate with them, in order that they may feel ashamed. 15 Yet do not regard 

them as an enemy, but warn them as you would a fellow believer. (2 Thess 3:14-15) 

 

 

 

 

2. Discipline, when exercised, is a collective activity. 

 Discipline involves turning away from the those who are living in a manner 

which contrary to scripture and does not serve the Lord Jesus. 

17 I urge you, brothers and sisters, to watch out for those who cause divisions and 

put obstacles in your way that are contrary to the teaching you have learned. Keep 

away from them. 18 For such people are not serving our Lord Christ, but their own 

appetites. By smooth talk and flattery they deceive the minds of naive people. 

(Romans 16:17-18) 

 The purpose is twofold. It is  

a)  

 

and b)  

 

 

 This is hardly going to be effective (or possible) if the only ones turning away 

from the unrepentant person are those who are leading the discipline. 

Discipline is a collective exercise. 

 And one of the features of this approach is that it also means that the action 

can be checked and assessed because collective members (rather than only a 

few individuals) are working together in enacting this discipline. 
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Jesus’ Approach 

15 “If your brother or sister sins,[a] go and point out their fault, just between the two 

of you. If they listen to you, you have won them over. 16 But if they will not listen, 

take one or two others along, so that ‘every matter may be established by the 

testimony of two or three witnesses.’[b] 17 If they still refuse to listen, tell it to the 

church; and if they refuse to listen even to the church, treat them as you would a 

pagan or a tax collector. 

18 “Truly I tell you, whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and 

whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. 

19 “Again, truly I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything they ask 

for, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. 20 For where two or three 

gather in my name, there am I with them.” (Matt 18:15-20) 

a. Matthew 18:15 Some manuscripts sins against you 

b. Matthew 18:16 Deut. 19:15 

Discussion: 

• What are arguments for and against being a church family who are 

willing to exercise church discipline? 

For: 

 

 

Against:  
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Paul’s Approach 

• Paul’s approach to discipline is different to that of Jesus. 

5 It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of a kind that 

even pagans do not tolerate: A man is sleeping with his father’s wife. 2 And you are 

proud! Shouldn’t you rather have gone into mourning and have put out of your 

fellowship the man who has been doing this? 3 For my part, even though I am not 

physically present, I am with you in spirit. As one who is present with you in this way, 

I have already passed judgment in the name of our Lord Jesus on the one who has 

been doing this. 4 So when you are assembled and I am with you in spirit, and the 

power of our Lord Jesus is present, 5 hand this man over to Satan for the destruction 

of the flesh,[a] so that his spirit may be saved on the day of the Lord. 

6 Your boasting is not good. Don’t you know that a little yeast leavens the whole 

batch of dough? 7 Get rid of the old yeast, so that you may be a new unleavened 

batch—as you really are. For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed. 
8 Therefore let us keep the Festival, not with the old bread leavened with malice and 

wickedness, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth. 

Exercise: 

• Read and discuss Matt 18:15-20 (above): 

1. What appears to prompt the action? 

 

2. What are the steps Jesus suggests? 

 

 

 

 

3. What do you think are Jesus’ primary concerns here: 
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9 I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people— 10 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. 11 But now I am writing 

to you that you must not associate with anyone who claims to be a brother or sister 

but is sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or slanderer, a drunkard or swindler. 

Do not even eat with such people. 

12 What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church? Are you not to judge 

those inside? 13 God will judge those outside. “Expel the wicked person from among 

you.”[b] (1 Cor 5:1-13) 

a. 1 Corinthians 5:5 Or of his body 

b. 1 Corinthians 5:13 Deut. 13:5; 17:7; 19:19; 21:21; 22:21,24; 24:7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exercise: 

• Read and discuss 1 Cor 5:1-13 (above): 

1. What appears to prompt the action? 

 

 

 

2. What are the steps Paul suggests? 

 

 

 

3. What do you think are Paul’s main aims here: 
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John’s approach 

• John offers a pre-emptive approach. He says: 

9 Anyone who runs ahead and does not continue in the teaching of Christ does not 

have God; whoever continues in the teaching has both the Father and the Son. 10 If 

anyone comes to you and does not bring this teaching, do not take them into your 

house or welcome them. (2 Jn 9-10) 

• Don’t welcome in the person who is not teaching Christ. We can assume this applies to those 

who assume authority to teach or address the church. 

So, what is church discipline? 

Jonathon Leeman suggests: 

‘Church Discipline is the act of removing an individual from membership in the church and 

participation in the Lord’s table. It’s not an act of forbidding an individual from attending 

the church’s public gatherings’ (J. Leeman, Church Discipline. Wheaton: Crossway, 2012, 

27) 

 

 

 

 

 

Exercising Church Discipline 

Occasions (according to Scripture) where Church discipline should be exercised 

a. Sin* committed by one member against another member - Matt 18:15. 

b. Pubic moral failure - 1 Cor 5.  

c. Heretical Teaching – Gal 1:6-10; 1 Tim 1:3-4; Tit 1:9-14; 2 Jn 9-11. 

d. Divisiveness – Rom 16:17-18; 1 Cor 1:10-13; 3:1-4; 1 Cor 11:17-21; Tit 3:10-11. 

e. Idleness – 2 Thess 3:6, 11-12. 

f. Leadership Failures – 1 Tim 5:19-21. 

* What sin would fall into the categories above – scripture needs to determine – Gal 5:19-21; 

Eph 5:3-11. 
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Thinking behind Church discipline 

Church Discipline… 

 1. It is ______________ 

 Applied carefully, church discipline is loving – towards the individual, for the church body, 

before the watching world, and for Christ (given that he died for our sin). 

 Discipline may be painful at points – yet that does not necessarily mean that is bad – Heb 

12:10 – ‘God disciplines for our good, that we may share in his holiness’ – it produces a 

harvest of righteousness. 

2. It ___________________________________ 

 Jesus has attached his name to his church and so his church should live in such a way that 

brings honour to his name. When the church (or the individuals who make up the church) 

don’t, then Christ is dishonoured rather than glorified. 

3. It ____________________________ 

 The gospel centres on the idea of forgiving sin. If we think about forgiving sin separate 

from addressing sin, then Christians run the risk of holding to a very surface level faith 

and equally at ignoring the many admonitions in scripture to leave sin behind. 

4. It is ___________________________________ 

 Church discipline may be either anticipatory (preventive or foreshadowing) or declarative 

(as a pronouncement against sin) – and both are intended to reflect divine judgement. 

 Yet, neither are infallible and as such the church may get the discipline wrong.  

 The definitive and absolute judgement belongs to Jesus Christ who will make an infallible 

judgement. 

 In this sense the church, in relation to any particular discipline, matter may offer a 

declaration but cannot offer a definitive pronouncement. 

5. It is _____________________ 

 Anyone who has exercised some form of Church discipline knows of the intense efforts, 

painful confrontation, the prayers, the personal cost, the second guessing, the time and 

energy, the consultation, and the struggle to know how to proceed properly and lovingly.  

 It should be exercised prayerfully and careful. As much as possible avoiding haste. 
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Approach in exercising discipline 

• The manner in which discipline is exercised may vary depending on the situation, the 

personalities, the seriousness and the number of folk who are involved. 

• For example, if the offending person is in a position of leadership (so has influence over 

others), then the actions taken will need to be more public. And if the offense involves lots of 

people, then the measures taken will need to be more widespread. 

• Regardless, scripture helpfully guides in saying: 

a. ________________________ (Acts 20:28-31). 

 

 

 

b. _____________________________________________________________ (Jude 17-21) 

 Jude in urging the church to ‘contend for the faith’ (Jude 3) reminds them to 

remember what the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ foretold – they said that 

there would be folk who would follow ungodly desires.  

 So his encouragement is to build yourselves up in the most holy faith, pray in the 

spirit, keep yourself in God’s love and wait for the mercy of Jesus. Notice: Faith, 

Prayer, Love and Mercy. 

 Discipline will start with yourself (under God). 

c. _______________________________________ 

 Paul in instructing Timothy in 2 Tim 3:1-9 offers a list of godless traits. His 

instruction is to ‘have nothing to do with them’. 
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• Note, in considering what Church Discipline may look like when exercised we are not talking 

about excommunication. 

• In 3 John 9-10, Diotrephes refuses to welcome and in fact puts people out of the church. He 

is condemned for it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

d. _____________________ (2 Tim 4:2; Tit 1:13) 

 Concentrate on Preaching the word – correct, rebuke, encourage (2 Tim 4:2) and 

rebuke sharply, so that people will be sound in faith (Tit 1:13). 

 The best way to do this, is to continue to refer back to the Bible as it is useful for 

teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness (2 Tim 3:16). 

 

The Hopeful Outcome 

• The hopeful outcome of any church discipline is that the person in question would be restored 

gently (Gal 6:1). 

 

 

 

 

 

• Consider the way Paul speaks about the ex-member who has repented… 

6 The punishment inflicted on him by the majority is sufficient. 7 Now instead, you 

ought to forgive and comfort him, so that he will not be overwhelmed by excessive 

sorrow. 8 I urge you, therefore, to reaffirm your love for him. 9 Another reason I wrote 

you was to see if you would stand the test and be obedient in everything. 10 Anyone 

you forgive, I also forgive. And what I have forgiven—if there was anything to 

forgive—I have forgiven in the sight of Christ for your sake, 11 in order that Satan 

might not outwit us. For we are not unaware of his schemes. (2 Cor 2:6-11) 

• But when an ex-member repents, there is no need to continue to ostracise this person – rather 

the time comes to forgive and comfort (not forget). The benefits of membership should be re-

extended. 
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. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Matters for Church to consider 

• Some final comments… 

 

1. Conflict Adverse Ethos 

 

• Church Discipline does not just happen. A church family needs to be intentional and careful in 

the way it thinks about and enacts any form of discipline. Every member of a church family 

should be respected and considered in the process of exercising discipline. 

• It will involve conflict. 

• In our risk adverse culture, this can be difficult. Few people like the tension this may cause 

even if it ultimately helps the people who is being confronted. 

• Churches are very good at playing ‘happy families’ and continuing on as if there is no issue. 

This is seen when a church is more concerned with relational harmony than it is with gospel 

unity. 

• It is also seen, when some form of church discipline is enacted and folk divide along relational 

lines (e.g. taking sides) rather than prioritising matters of godliness and obedience to 

scripture. 

2. Attractiveness 

• If the hopeful outcome of any discipline is that the person/s in question is restored in 

fellowship, then it is a logical step to suggest that the fellowship in the first place should be a 

fellowship that someone would want to be restored too! 

• If the people of God are not living to be the people of God. If they are not proclaiming the 

distinctive gospel. If the they are not exercising faith, hope and love. If they are not regularly 

meeting together. If they are not serious about what they are doing together. If they are not 

consistently seeking to hold one another accountable and flee from sin - then what is 

attractive about their fellowship? May as well join the local gym! 

 

Reflection: 

• What is the relationship between ‘discipleship’ and ‘discipline’? 
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3. Consistency 

• Given the importance and effort required to exercise church discipline, it is undermined if it is 

not applied consistently. To hold one person accountable and not another is ultimately 

unloving and so the church membership needs to be consistent in its approach to church 

discipline. 

4. Statements of Faith 

• Expectations based on faith regarding behaviours can be helpful. 

• Fundamentally, Bible-based Christians have this document – scripture! 

• What can help is when a church has a clear statement of faith – some known document which 

outlines what it stands for, which is helpful for those who are members (and those joining) to 

know what is expected both in belief and behaviour. 

5. Membership 

• A church family is always in flux. People coming – be that through birth, conversion, relocation 

or recommitment. People going – be that through death, relocation, falling away and as a 

result of discipline. 

• It can be helpful for church to be clear about what constitutes ‘a member’. As folk arrive, this 

can be communicated so that everyone holds to the same understanding. 

• When it comes to exercising church discipline, having been clear about expectations of 

membership, it will enable some confusion to be averted. 

6. Leadership 

• Leaders (particularly those who teach the Bible to others), as they have spiritual responsibly 

for members of the church family, are held to high account (Jam 3:1). Leaders will set the 

example that others will follow – for good or ill. 

• What this means is the discipline matters will have a more widespread concern and so it is 

more important to raise the matter more publicly. 

• As such, it can be helpful to the leaders to state upfront, overtly and clearly, that which is 

expected, the length of leadership, their responsibilities and the standards of behaviour. 

• Commissioning leaders to a particular role for a particular period of time is one way to do this 

well. For example, commissioning Bible Study Leaders for the year to come provides 

opportunity to declare expectations, make covenants or promises (which gives opportunity 

for the leader to publicly state what they are agreeing to do), and indicate support and 

partnership (which gives the opportunity for those who are being led to state their active 

support of the leader). 

• Discipline in this context (be that of the leader or the member) is then understandable 

according to what has been agreed. 
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Reflection: 

• How do we as a church ensure that we love one another in faith even 

when we sin or fail? 


