
INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this paper is to understand the Biblical process and mandate for church 

discipline.  This will be accomplished by defining it, explaining it and ultimately attempting to 

understand why it has been neglected in recent days.  Most church members have probably never 

seen church discipline properly executed.  The author has been a member of three different 

independent Baptist churches since 1987.  Two of those churches faithfully practiced church 

discipline and one church never practiced it.  Because of this anomaly, the question was raised, 

“Why has church discipline been neglected?”

For sake of clarity within the paper, references to church or the church are references to a 

local New Testament Baptist church rather than saying Baptist church each time.  References to 

other denominations will be made specifically (i.e. Presbyterian Church, etc.)  The reason for this 

is because the author is an Independent Baptist and the readers of this paper will be Independent 

Baptists as well.  This has been done for clarity.

Church Discipline Defined - What is it?

It is important to know what church discipline is and where it originated before we can 

actually understand the process and its eventual development and subsequent decline. A good 

definition of church discipline is as follows: 

The system or method by which order is maintained in a church, and control exercised 
over the conduct of its members; the procedure whereby this is carried out; the exercise of 
the power of censure, admonition, excommunication, or other penal measures by a 
Christian church. 1

 

  

 1 

———————————

1. The Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon, 1933), 3:416.
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 We have to understand that when the first reference regarding church discipline was made 

in Matthew 18, the church had not been formed and the verb tense used was a future tense.  This 

meant that Jesus was giving instructions concerning something that was yet to be formed or take 

place. 2

The passage in question reads as follows: 

Moreover, if your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault between you and him 
alone.  If he hears you, you have gained your brother.  But if he will not hear, take with 
you one or two more, that by the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be 
established.  And if he refuses to hear them, tell it to the church.  But if he refuses to hear 
the church, let him be to you like a heathen and a tax collector.3

 Jesus is speaking primarily to an audience of Jewish people, His disciples. He has just 

mentioned a concept and a term that they undoubtedly were not familiar with.  These people were 

more familiar with the Old Testament methodology of worship which centered around a sacrificial 

system and the synagogue.  The text does not say how the disciples might have reacted or if they 

may have asked Jesus more questions regarding this “church” that He made reference to.  

Glasscock, in his commentary on Matthew addresses this issue, “The word ‘church’ εκκλεσια 

only refers to an assembly of people and should not be understood here in the later sense of the 

local church.”4 This is not the first reference to the church or εκκλεσια.  The first reference to the 

church occurs two chapters earlier when Jesus is speaking to Peter.5  The immediate context of 

Matthew 18 is instruction on how to settle personal offenses, but it also gives the procedure on 

what is to be done if a personal offense cannot be resolved, if unresolved and the steps are 

  2

  

———————————

2. There is a great deal of controversy regarding the actual formation of the church.  The intention of this 
paper is not to solve the origin of the church debate.  There are two schools of thought regarding the origin of the 
church:  1) The church was started in Matthew 18 by Jesus Christ.  2) The church was started at the Day of 
Pentecost in Acts 2.  The author of this paper believes that the church was started at the Day of Pentecost even 
though he held the Matthew 18 position for many years.  Although this is a salient point not to be overlooked, 
nevertheless trying to deal with this issue within this paper would not be completely appropriate.  

3. Matthew 18:15-17, New King James Version.

4. Ed Glasscock, Matthew, Moody Gospel Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, 1997), p. 374.

5. Matthew 16:18. In reference to the timing, the verb used here is a future tense verb and one 
commentator (Glasscock) referred to this verse as one of the most controversial verses in the Bible. 
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followed in succession as laid out in the passage, then the final step would be what is commonly 

referred to as church discipline.  It is also noteworthy that Jesus did not give intricate details on 

procedure, but rather laid down some general guidelines to be followed in this area. 

 John MacArthur comments on this nuance:

The primary application of Matthew 18 addresses the personal offense of an individual 
believer’s sin against his brother, giving the offended brother instructions on how to 
respond.  Our Lord clearly teaches here that ultimately the entire assembly of believers has 
a responsibility to follow through in seeking restoration of a sinning member.  My 
conviction is that the principles He sets forth here are applicable in every situation where 
sin affects the Body of Christ.”6

 It is equally important to also understand the sequence or procedure as laid out in 

Matthew 18.  The first step in the process is when someone sins against us, we are clearly 

commanded to “go and tell him his fault between you and him alone”.  We are to privately and 

lovingly confront our brother in Christ first before we do anything or tell anyone else.  The 

context of this passage is how to handle personal offenses, but more specifically if those offenses 

cannot be resolved, then other instructions (i.e. church discipline) are given.  If we are determined 

to be obedient and the offending party is willing to listen to our concerns and reconciliation takes 

place, then the offense is settled, no need to go any further or involve anyone else in the matter.  

The Bible speaks of this by saying, “If he hears you, you have gained your brother.”7Ultimately if 

we are able to resolve our personal differences without having to go to the step involving the 

church, then we have made great progress.  If it eventually involves discipline, then we have to 

remind ourselves that the goal in the whole process is restoration and not punitive correction.

  One commentator spoke of this particular passage in the following manner, he said that 

verse 15 implied that we would first use self-discipline, and then mutual discipline and ultimately 

  3

  

———————————

6. John F. MacArthur Jr., The Master’s Plan for the Church (Chicago: Moody Press, 1991), p. 236.

7. MacArthur comments about this verse, specifically regarding the word “gained”.  The Greek term spoke 
of accumulating wealth in the sense of monetary commodities.  That pictures the sinning brother as lost valuable 
treasure.  That is, in fact, the heart of God:  each soul is a treasure to Him.  The church needs to have that same 
sense of concern.  MacArthur Jr., The Master’s Plan for the Church, p. 237.
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church discipline.8 We are then given the next set of instructions, if our initial confrontation fails,  

the Bible states that, “But if he will not hear, take with you one or two more, that ‘by the mouth 

of two or three witnesses every word may be established.’” At this point we are to involve others, 

not necessarily a multiplicity of people, but the Bible states two or three people.  This is taken 

from an Old Testament passage with regard to the law of witnesses.9 

The next step would be if the individual refuses to listen to the offended party along with 

the two or three individuals who accompanied him.  The Bible says that “And if he refuses to hear 

them, tell it to the church.”  At this point, this is when church discipline begins. Notice that the 

responsibility to execute discipline in this manner is not given to any one individual or any other 

body, but rather the local New Testament church!  Unfortunately, individuals possess the ability 

to be extremely stubborn and short-sided when it comes to their own sin and the Bible gives a 

remedy for this as well, “But if he refuses even to hear the church, let him be to you like a 

heathen and a tax collector.”  Jesus is saying that if someone is confronted privately, individually 

with witnesses, and then corporately by the church and in all cases, they refuse to listen, then they 

are to be treated like a heathen and a tax collector.  This is the modern-day equivalent of 

excommunication.  People did not have any respect for tax collectors in Jesus’ day and people did 

not appreciate the heathen either.  The point is that if someone is treated like an outcast in this 

case, the ultimate hope is that they will be reconciled.  The process does not necessarily stop 

there. MacArthur states, “But putting out an unrepentant member is not the end of the discipline 

process.  It should not end until the brother has either repented or died.”10

  4

  

———————————

8. William Hendriksen, The Gospel of Matthew, New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Baker Book 
House, 1973), p. 699.

9. In the Old Testament, the Bible is very clear regarding witnesses. The passage quoted in Matthew 18:15 
is a direct quotation from Deuteronomy 19:15.  The Bible did not allow the testimony of one man to convict any 
man of any crime or offense, it is clear that two or three witnesses were required for credible testimony to be 
established. Time does not permit an excursis or discussion of the significance of this principle.  It is duly noted 
that Jesus used an Old Testament text to validate and reinforce this New Testament truth. The point of multiple 
witnesses was to protect against false accusations of innocent persons.

10. John F. MacArthur Jr., Matthew 16–23, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: 
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It is one thing to read about a concept and all of its components and have a intellectual 

understanding of it.  It is entirely different to see that concept put it to practice.  Seeing something 

in practice often times makes a big difference because it will clarify questions, raise new 

questions, but it also bridges the gap between mere theory and actual practice (application).  It 

brings life and meaning to otherwise meaningless words on a page.  Church discipline was 

explained by Jesus in Matthew 18.  He outlined the process but did not give a great amount of 

intricate detail regarding specificity of its execution, except to say that bringing the matter before 

the church was one of the final steps in the process.  We see church discipline practiced in I 

Corinthians 5.  The Corinthian church had its share of problems, but in this case Paul is bringing a 

strong rebuke to them for their failure in this area.  We see in verse 1 that there has been a report 

of sexual immorality with the church, “It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality 

among you, and such sexual immorality as is not even named among the Gentiles” This was not 

hearsay or gossip. Paul makes reference to the Gentiles in hopes of getting the Corinthian church 

to take action.11  Paul expresses his disappointment in verse 2 on how they have handled the 

situation up to this point, “And you are puffed up, and have not rather mourned, that he who has 

done this deed might be taken away from among you.” The Corinthians had the wrong reaction 

here, they were prideful rather than mournful over the sin that was present in their church at this 

time.  Paul also in verse 3 admits that he is at a distance, geographically, “For I indeed, as absent 

in body but present in spirit.”  Even though Paul was at a distance, it did not give the Corinthians 

any room to ignore what he was saying to them.  He invokes the power of prayer and the written 

word.  Paul had already reserved judgment on this man even though he was at a distance.  One 

  5

  

———————————

Moody Press, 1988), p. 135.

11. Simon J. Kistemaker, “Deliver This Man To Satan (I Cor. 5:5) A Case Study In Church Discipline,” 
TMSJ 3 (Spring 1992): p. 36.  He further stated, “He did not want them to let one member put the entire 
congregation to shame.  As one rotten apple in a box of apples can spoil the whole box, one reckless sinner was on 
the verge of rendering the entire Corinthian church ineffective in its witness to the Gentile community.”
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commentator emphasized that Paul did not necessarily need to be present to execute judgment.12 

This is an important fact because some people felt that Paul needed to be present in order to 

ascertain all of the facts of the situation.13 Paul in verses 4 and 5 renders the equivalent of a legal 

verdict when advising the church of what action should ultimately be taken.  He invokes authority, 

“In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ”. He then speaks of the context of action, “when you are 

gathered together, along with my spirit, with the power of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  Paul 

recognizes that the local church assembled or gathered together is where the authority ultimately 

resides for any and all action to be taken.  The actual recommendation for action is found in verse 

5, “deliver such a one to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, that his spirit may be saved in the 

day of the Lord Jesus.”  This is a controversial passage in itself because of the strong wording 

involved and the mention of Satan within this context, seems to be quite harsh.  However, there 

are two viewpoints on this particular verse.  One viewpoint believes simply that this is the act of 

excommunication and is the equivalent to purging the evil from the church.14 

The other viewpoint is that it includes a miraculous subjection of the person to the power 

  6

  

———————————

12. Charles Hodge, An Exposition of the First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Wm B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1959), p. 83–84.  He stated, “ Neither Paul’s capacity nor his authority to judge, nor his 
power to execute his judgment, depended on his bodily presence. He was present in spirit.  This does not mean 
simply that he was present in mind, as thinking of them and interested in their welfare; but it was a presence of 
knowledge, authority, and power.”

13. R.C.H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s First and Second Epistles to the Corinthians 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 1961), p. 212.  He states, “ Why is his presence in a duly called 
meeting of the congregation so essential?  Because not even an apostle can of himself and by himself 
excommunicate a person from a Christian congregation.  The attempt to do such a thing is papal arrogance.  No 
pastor can expel a member no matter what the member has done.  Expulsion is an act that can be performed only 
in a duly called meeting of the congregation... The pastor should use all proper efforts, as Paul does here, to 
persuade the congregation to take action... If Paul were physically present with the congregation he would as an 
apostle and as the founder of this church naturally lead and direct the congregation in its action, would preside at 
the meeting, and would formulate properly and announce publically the verdict arrived at even as he does now 
“already” in his letter.”

14. Kistemaker, “Deliver This Man To Satan (I Cor. 5:5) A Case Study In Church Discipline,” p. 42. 
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of Satan.15  It is also important to note that even though discipline was eventually executed in this 

situation, but that the disciplined one was eventually reconciled, thus emphasizing the restorative 

portion of church discipline in addition to the punitive that we saw in this passage.16

Church Discipline Explained (Why is it necessary?)

It is clear through the New Testament text that the church has been charged with the task 

of maintaining discipline among its members. Don Whitney makes an interesting observation with 

regard to church discipline and exactly who can be disciplined. 

You can’t fire someone who doesn’t work for you.  You can’t vote to remove a 
government official elected by another country.  You can’t appeal to a court to discipline 
someone who isn’t within its jurisdiction.  In the same way, you can’t formally discipline 
someone who is in an informal relationship with you; you have no authority to do so.  
These people in Corinth had voluntarily committed themselves to a formal relationship, 
and they knew who were official members of the church and who were “outside”17

 Another author states that without church discipline there would be no particular meaning 

to church membership.18  

Are there any clear objectives or reasons for such discipline?  Some could say that we 

practice discipline because it is in the Bible, but could not give any real substantial reasons for 

such practice.  Those of us who have children are faced with the responsibility of disciplining 

  7

  

———————————

15. Hodge, An Exposition of the First Epistle to the Corinthians, p. 85.  He also lists five reasons for this 
viewpoint:  1) That it is clearly revealed in Scripture that bodily evils are often inflicted on men by the agency of 
Satan.  2) That the apostles were invested the power of miraculously inflicting such evils.  3) The same formula 
occurs in I Tim 1:20.  4) There is no evidence that the Jews of that age ever expressed excommunication by this 
phrase.  5) Excommunication would not have the effect of destroying the flesh, in the sense in which that 
expression is used in the following clause.

16. See II Corinthians 2:6-8.  Most commentators believe that this reference was back to the man 
mentioned in I Corinthians 5.  Kistemaker does not hold to this opinion, “From Paul’s epistles, however, we have 
no positive proof that the man was restored physically or spiritually.” Kistemaker holds a minority opinion 
regarding the  man’s restoration. Kistemaker, “Deliver This Man To Satan (I Cor. 5:5) A Case Study In Church 
Discipline,” p. 45.

17. Donald S. Whitney, Spiritual Disciplines Within The Church (Chicago: Moody Press, 1996), p. 45.

18. Martin L. Warkentin, “Church Discipline in a Pluralistic Society,” Direction 12, no. 2 (1983): p. 4.
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them when they disobey or walk disorderly.  There are several options that a parent faces:  1) 

Ignore their misdeeds and refuse to discipline them  2) Exercise discipline without any particular 

goal in mind  3) Exercise discipline with a goal of love and restoration.19   The church faces these 

same options as well with regard to discipline. 

George Davis in his article entitled “Whatever Happened to Church Discipline?” defines 

discipline in such a manner that is less technical than our earlier definition, but also includes some 

viable objectives/goals for the process.  

Church discipline, properly defined, refers to the faithful application of biblical principles 
and procedures within a local congregation to preserve doctrinal purity, holiness of life, 
and useful efficiency among its membership.  Church discipline must be seen as only one 
aspect of God’s divine plan that His people be a “holy” people.20

 

Church discipline is not merely a punitive action, to say, that it is not merely done just to 

punish an individual and that is the only goal.  Church discipline is both punitive and restorative in 

nature.    We see the punitive side in both Matthew 18 and I Corinthians 5 and the restorative 

aspects in texts such as Galatians 6:1,2; II Corinthians 2:6-8.  R. Alan Culpepper makes a strong 

assertion regarding the scope of discipline when he says, “Discipline must never be limited to 

exposure or punishment; its object is to return the erring brother or sister to the purity of 

Christ.”21 There are various lists that enumerate particular objectives in respect to church 

discipline.  Different authors have a different number of objectives, some have seven, some have 

four.  Mal Couch has a list that consists of four primary objectives: 1) To restore him/her to 

proper fellowship with God and the church (2 Cor. 5:11).  2) To remove the leavening, the 

  8

  

———————————

19. J Carl Laney in his article entitled The Biblical Practice of Church Discipline (Bib Sac 143) has a great 
section where he goes into great detail regarding the pattern for discipline and how God disciplines us as His 
children and how it is a component of a familial relationship. He lays out the argument very succinctly and is 
helpful within the context of church discipline.

20. George B. Davis, “Whatever Happened to Church Discipline,” CTR 1 (Spring 1987): p. 345.

21. R. Alan Culpepper, “Ethical Dualism and Church Discipline  Ephesians 4:25–5:20,” Review and 
Expositor 76, no. 4 (1979): p. 536.
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corruptive influence, from the presence of the other members of the congregation(i.e. false 

teaching, immorality, etc.) (I Cor. 5:6-8; Titus 1:10-16).  3) To correct doctrinal error (Titus 

1:13).  4) To prevent the sin from spreading to other members of the congregation and to 

challenge them unto godliness (Gal 6:1; I Tim 5:20).22  Objectives or goals for discipline are 

important.  What are we as the church striving for when we are faced with the possibility of 

having to render or execute church discipline to one of the members of the body of Christ.  

Attitude is also equally as important as objectives.  One can possess a long list of objectives, but if 

they are met and fulfilled without the right attitude, then what has really been accomplished in the 

name of church discipline.  Warham Walker lists several factors to consider in relation to one’s 

attitude with regard to church discipline: 1) A negligent and dilatory spirit ought carefully to be 

avoided.  2) A rash, impetuous, hasty spirit must equally be avoided.  3) Every disciplinary 

movement must be characterized by a spirit of faithfulness.  4) Every step in the process should be 

characterized by a spirit of kindness.23

The manner in which we handle discipline is very important.  We also must consider who 

is a potential candidate for discipline as well?  This is important because discipline falls beyond 

just two categories of people.  Ryrie gives seven kinds of people who received discipline in the 

early church:  1) An accused elder (I Tim 5:19-20), 2) A sinning brother (Mt. 18:15-20), 3) An 

overtaken brother (Gal. 6:1), 4) An unruly brother ( 2 Thess 3:6) 5) False Teachers (Titus 1:10-

16), 6) Factious people (Titus 3:8-11), 7) The immoral brother (I Cor 5).24 

  9

  

———————————

22. Mal Couch, gen. ed., A Biblical Theology of the Church (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 
1999), p.231. He further states that it is also important to protect the reputation of the church within the 
community.

23. Warham Walker, Harmony In The Church: Church Discipline (Rochester: Backus Book Publishers, 
1981), p. 89–93.  He quotes from Andrew Fuller  “Love is the grand secret of church discipline, and will do more 
than all other things put together, towards insuring success.”

24. Charles C. Ryrie, Basic Theology (Colorado Springs: Victor Books, 1997), p.433–34.
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For what offenses or sins is church discipline necessary?  This is an interesting question 

because the church has often wrestled with this question to varying degrees. The responses will 

vary from generation to generation because each successive generation tends to rationalize certain 

offenses or categorize things in degrees of severity.  For example, during the Reformation, Martin 

Luther threatened to excommunicate a person who had intended to sell a house for 400 guilders 

that he had purchased for 30 and said that the offender was in need of discipline for unbridled 

greed.25  In today’s economy, we would not have considered it greed but would have classified it 

as capitalism at work.  Also, our view towards the sanctity of the Lord’s Day has changed 

considerably in recent years.  Sunday now is just another day to most people, even some 

Christians.  If we compare our observation of today’s culture with what our ancestors believed 

and even articulated in print, there would be some major differences of opinion.  The Philadelphia 

Confession of 1742 states the following regarding the Lord’s Day:

The sabbath is then kept holy unto the Lord, when men, after a due preparation of their 
hearts, and ordering their common affairs aforehand, do not only observe an holy rest all 
the day from their own works, words, and thoughts, about their world employment, and 
recreations, but also are taken up the whole time in the public and private exercises of His 
worship, and in the duties of necessity and mercy.26

Our own country used to hold to these principles albeit loosely due to Constitutional 

restrictions regarding religion.  Ask anyone from prior generations regarding “blue laws” and 

places of business being closed on Sundays and they will tell you that our country was a much 

better place in those days because we were not running at the speed of light seven days a week!  

The point of this dialogue is that at one time we held a different standard regarding the Lord’s day 

than is held now.  The point is not to determine what is right or wrong in this instance regarding 

the Lord’s day, but observe that previous generations had a different attitude insofar as they were 

  10

  

———————————

25. Ted G. Kitchens, “Perimeters of Corrective Church Discipline,” Bib Sac 148 (1991): p. 201.

26. Timothy George and Denise George, eds., “The Philadelphia Confession of Faith,” in Baptist 
Confessions, Covenants and Catechisms (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1999), p. 82.
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subject to church discipline if they were inconsistent in their church attendance. 27   Puritans in the 

time of Cotton Mather considered a broad range of sins worthy of discipline:  swearing, cursing, 

sabbath-breaking, drunkenness, fighting, defamation, fornication, unchastity, cheating, stealing, 

lying, etc.28 We like to have things made simple for us in many instances, thus people are 

predisposed to making lists for everything.  One author commented on the negative aspect of list-

making when related to the matter of church discipline.

A list, in itself useful enough, can nevertheless become a rule book that quickly replaces 
the Word and the 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...Thus there is danger in establishing rigid boundaries by 
means of lists.29

John Calvin, who is greatly respected by most people of faith, did not necessarily have a 

specific set of criterion regarding discipline or a list.  He did assert that sins may be classified 

according to distinctions.30  

English Baptists in the 1600 and 1700’s held to a different philosophy regarding discipline 

which is far different than most viewpoints regarding church discipline.31  The English Baptists 

  11

  

———————————

27. Benjamin Keach, “The Glory of a True Church and Its Discipline Displayed,” in Polity, ed. Mark 
Dever, reprint, 1697 (Washington DC: Nine Marks Ministries, 2001), p. 82.  Keach stated, “When Members do 
not constantly and early attend our public Assemblies, and the worship of God on the Lord’s day especially, but are 
remiss in that matter:  This is a great Evil.”

28. Kitchens, “Perimeters of Corrective Church Discipline,” p. 201. 

29. Kitchens, “Perimeters of Corrective Church Discipline,” p. 202.

30. Stephen M. Johnson, “The Sinews of the Body of Christ - Calvin’s Concept of Church Discipline,” 
WTJ 59 [1997]: p. 96.  Calvin believed that the proper exercise of discipline requires that sins be classified 
according to two distinctions.  The first distinction is based on the number of people who are aware of the offense.  
That is, sins may be 1) public  2) private, or 3) completely hidden from men.  

31. James R. Lynch, “English Baptist Church Discipline to 1740,” Foundations 18 (April-June 1975): p. 
121.  Central to the understanding of the church which early English Baptists attempted to embody was a type of 
discipline which involved each member intimately in accepting responsibility for his own life, the life of the 
congregation as a whole, and the personal, material, and spiritual welfare of each member.  In this style of 
discipline and church life there tended to be a common understanding of the nature of the church, of the 
importance of taking seriously procedures for admission of new members, of the responsibility of the church to its 
members as well as of the members to the church, of a method of handling disputes and conflict amont the 
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were actively involved in the lives of their members and expected the members to be involved 

within the church and the lives of other members as well.  They believed that if a member took 

seriously the nature and doctrine of the church, attempting to understanding how people are 

admitted to the membership of the church and their subsequent responsibility for their own lives 

as well as the lives of fellow members that these things would enable effective Christian 

discipleship of which church discipline is a part of church life.  Membership within the church was 

taken very seriously, it was more of a commitment, rather than just a decision of convenience.32  

Mutual accountability and intimate relationship characterized the body of Christ during this time.  

Comparing it to today’s beliefs regarding church membership, we would find that we are rather 

lacking in the area of fellowship and accountability within the body of Christ.  This has taken on 

the nature and direction of our society because people look for the lowest level of commitment 

rather than seeking deep commitment and full fledged accountability to others within the body.  

Look at the writings of the past, especially church covenants which outlined responsibilities that 

members accepted once they were accepted into the fellowship of the church.33 In our low 

commitment society, it is important to remember with regard to church discipline that, “Discipline 

demands accountability, and effective accountability is impossible among strangers.”34

  12

  

———————————

members, and of concern for enabling the quest of Christian discipleship within communities in which the entire 
lifestyle of its members as whole persons was a matter of prime concern.”

32. Lynch, “English Baptist Church Discipline to 1740,” p. 123.  He further states, “As members entered 
the church, they made a total commitment to the way of Christian discipleship and to the members of the 
community.  It was in the context of this corporate identity and intimate person responsibility toward each other 
that the practice of church discipline was considered crucial.”

33. Lynch, “English Baptist Church Discipline to 1740,” p.129.  Whether the commitment of the individual 
to the community and to walking in the way of discipleship was expressed in the form of an explicit covenant, an 
implicit covenant or the symbolism of baptism into the body of Christ, there was a symbol of the commitment 
which the members undertook.  The written covenants nearly all have some mention of discipline and of the 
members giving themselves up to the Lord and to each other.  In this context the actual practice of discipline 
becomes the realizing in the life of the group and its individual members the explicit or symbolic commitment 
made upon joining.”

34. Don Baker, Beyond Forgiveness (Portland: Multnomah Press, 1984), p.66.
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Church Disciplined Abandoned(Why is it neglected?)

It is never easy to be faced with the prospect of having to execute church discipline.  This 

paper has attempted to define, explain and illustrate church discipline in various ways.  However, 

we are faced with a new dilemma, Why church discipline is non-existent?  One author tried to 

oversimplify the reason why churches are refusing to practice Biblical church discipline.  He said, 

“Discipline in the church has its reasons too, most of which have become dangerously unclear to 

Christians today.  Church discipline is on the wane in most circles, if not ignored outright, because 

of confusion concerning the nature of the church.  This is not the only reason, but it is the chief 

reason.”35 Can we accept confusion regarding ecclesiology as a legitimate reason for churches to 

willfully ignore the Biblical mandate for church discipline?  The author is correct by stating that it 

is not the only reason, but the author of this paper would disagree that this is the chief reason.  

Practicing discipline according to the Biblical mandates is difficult because it requires 

accountability and involvement at many levels in the lives of people.  Too much of our supposed 

involvement in the lives of others is almost undoubtedly superficial at best.  How much do we 

really know about other people within our congregation?  How much do other people know about 

us?  Could we adequately and Biblically confront someone according to the guidelines of 

Matthew 18?  When we talk about the church, we are not talking about a social club.  We are not 

talking about a voluntary society of people who share compatible religious views or similar 

religious experiences.  We are talking about those who are related by rebirth into a new family.  

We are talking about the body parts of Christ.  Our relationships to each other (horizontal) do not 

exist apart from our relationship with God.  The vertical constitutes the horizontal.36 

Relationships are important and play a vital role within the body of Christ.  
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Some people have suggested since church discipline cannot be implemented without error 

or problem, then the practice should be abandoned.  Undoubtedly, some have taken this 

viewpoint, but at best it seems quite illogical because we do not fail to discipline our children in 

spite of the risk of disciplining them in error or out of anger.  We have also seen innocent people 

wrongly convicted of crimes that they did not commit and after some time they were exonerated.  

Just because these occurrences are present within our justice system, does not allow us to throw 

out the principles of our justice system.  We must remember that humans are involved in these 

processes, church discipline included, and unfortunately with the best of intentions, sometimes 

mistakes are made.  

Others have said that the lack of discipline results from a lack of leadership within the 

church.  One author raised an interesting question with regards to discipline when he said, “What 

would the people of your church do if you tried to discipline them for some persistent and 

insistent sin?” His subsequent answer was interesting, but unfortunately not surprising: Some 

people will drop out of church altogether, some would leave and go to another church.  The 

author also noted the difficulty and almost impossibility regarding discipline because Christians 

have adopted a consumeristic attitude toward the church.37

Some have said that church discipline has been abused in the past.  This is unfortunately 

true, but not a valid reason for neglecting church discipline. Unfortunately, some pastors and 

leaders have decided in error that neglecting church discipline is a lesser liability than its 

reinstatement.38 

A skewed view of Jesus and a gross misinterpretation of Scripture also contribute to a 

profound neglect of church discipline.  Church leaders and some individuals have a misguided 

approach to the Scriptures with regard to judgment and toleration.  They take verses like 
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Matthew 7:1, “Judge not, lest ye be judged” and try to base their whole argument against any 

form of church discipline on that fragment of Scripture citing that Jesus made the statement 

therefore we cannot judge anyone else because of our own imperfections.  This assertion is simply 

untrue and is a classic example of negligent and sloppy hermeneutics in practice.  

We discussed earlier the motive for discipline is love.  Parents discipline their children 

ultimately because they love them.  The same is true for the church.  If we fail to properly execute 

church discipline in the name of love, then we really do not understand love and discipline.  If we 

love, then we will discipline and we cannot discipline rightly without love.  We can be guilty of 

discipline out of anger, error, or other improper means or motives.  George Davis states that 

“Scriptural church discipline confirms the love of the church towards the sinning brother; 

whereas, the absence of discipline conveys a nonchalant, uncaring, and apathetic attitude on the 

part of the congregation toward the erring member.”39

It is no secret that church discipline is a difficult and sometimes emotionally charged task 

and can be very time consuming, but we cannot allow difficulty or lack of time to have a deciding 

factor in whether or not we are going to ultimately obey God’s mandate regarding this issue.  

In today’s litigious society, undoubtedly there are legal concerns with regard to church 

discipline.  It is not as cut and dry as saying, “we are going to obey the Bible and practice church 

discipline”  Churches need to protect themselves from people who seek to bring harm to the 

church in such manner.  Jay Quine is currently a pastor and a former municipal court judge and 

deputy prosecutor. He wrote a two part article for a respectable theological journal on the subject 

of court involvement in church discipline.  It would be very easy for some to throw up their hands 

and cry “separation of church and state” but unfortunately, that cry will go unheeded.  Quine 

states that it is imperative for church leaders to have a clear understanding of the necessity, 

purpose, causes, and method of church discipline.40 Stated earlier, we live in a litigious society 
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and that behavior has found its way within the church, sometimes from outside, but also within 

the membership.  It is hard to imagine that even though a Biblical command is given regarding 

lawsuits between believers, etc. (I Corinthians 6) yet some believers ignore this command and 

have filed lawsuits against churches with regard to church discipline matters.  Quine also states 

that several legal theories are used in lawsuits in church discipline cases.  He cites invasion of 

privacy, outrage (intentional infliction of emotional distress), and defamation.41One of the most 

famous cases regarding church discipline was Guinn v. Church of Christ of Collinsville.  This 

particular court case had far reaching implications beyond the verdict and eventual awarding of 

$390,000 in damages to the plaintiff.42 Other court cases involving matters of church discipline 

cite the lack of written clear procedures on the church’s part in order to properly administer and 

execute discipline.  Therefore, it is vitally important for each church to have a written section in 

their constitution and bylaws that clearly and succinctly articulates the church’s Biblical position 

with regard to church discipline, but also the process needs to be written out in detail as well.  It 

is far better to be extremely detailed in these procedures in case of legal action in the future which 

could present problems for the church if these beliefs and procedures are not clearly articulated in 

writing.  It is important to remember that written guidelines and principles are not intended to 

supplant or replace Biblical mandates, but rather supplement them in order to practice Biblical 

church discipline within the bounds of legal impunity.43  Legal concerns are present, but if the 
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church has taken steps to protect itself, this should not be an excuse or reason not to practice 

church discipline.

Conclusion

The author has attempted to define, explain, and to develop some kind of an 

understanding regarding church discipline.  Unfortunately, church discipline is on the decline 

today for reasons articulated previously.  It is never easy to be involved in the process and 

sometimes those involved may tend to second guess their decisions and actions within the 

process.  It is conversely easy to ignore and dismiss the mandate of church discipline even though 

it is clearly commanded in Scripture.  The local church and its effectiveness are determined by its 

ability to effectively discipline its members thereby creating an environment which encourages 

discipline, accountability, transparency, fellowship, community, holiness and purity.  Saucy states 

that, “The execution of discipline has the beneficial effect of reminding all members of their own 

propensity toward sin and warning them of its consequences.”44John MacArthur said that church 

discipline is the key to purity of the church which in turn will enable us to reach the 

world.45Ultimately, it is a decision to be obedient to the mandates of Scripture whether or not a 

congregation practices church discipline.  There is no room for disobedience in this regard.  

Appendix

Excerpt from the Constitution of Fourth Baptist Church on Church Discipline

Found in Article VI - Membership, Section 3 - Termination of Membership, sub point (c)
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1 Purpose of Discipline - Discipline in any form shall have as its purpose the restoration of 
the erring member. (Gal. 6:1)

2 Rebellious and Divisive Members - Scripture warns against the harm of a “factious 
person” (Tit. 3:10, “heretic”) and of one who is “disorderly” (2 Thess 3:6). Persons who 
rebel against the spiritual leadership of the church, who are gossips, who endeavor to 
influence others against leadership, and who make problems and trouble in the church, 
disturb its peace, and are its critics, are liable to church discipline.  Such persons are to be 
admonished by the pastors and deacons (Tit. 3:10), but if the attitude and actions persist, 
the deacons shall make a recommendation to the church body for dismissal.

3 Personal Differences - In case of personal differences between members of the church, 
the deacons shall recommend that the parties endeavor to settle the differences scripturally 
in the manner laid down in 1 Corinthians 6:1-8, Galatians 6:1-5, and Matthew 18:15-17.

If the differences cannot be settled, the persons involved shall be given the privilege of 
appearing before the deacons.  A hearing shall be provided and the deacons shall 
recommend to the church that those unwilling to accept the decision of the deacons shall 
be disciplined from the membership as the case may warrant.  The accused shall have the 
right to appeal the deacon’s decision and to have a hearing at a stated meeting of the 
membership before final action is taken.  Such an appeal shall be made by a letter from the 
accused to the pastor and deacons.
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