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CHURCH DISCIPLINE — A TRAGIC NEGLECT

Wayne Jackson

t is difficult to imagine what it would be like to live in a society where citizens could flaunt the rules and absolutely no con-

sequences would follow—no fines, no imprisonment, etc. Can you conceive of a home environment where the children are

allowed to do whatever they please with utterly no discipline imposed? Total chaos would reign in either of these instances.

Yet, there are countless congregations belonging to Jesus Christ across our land where little, if any, discipline of the wayward is
ever enacted. Is it any wonder that our brotherhood is weaker today than it has been in decades?

Exactly what is church discipline? In its broadest
sense, it involves everything from the most basic instruction
that the new-born child of God receives—from the time of
his conversion onward, all the way to the radical “surgery”
sometimes required in the withholding of fellowship from
impenitent apostates. For the purpose of this study, we are
speaking solely of that terminal act—the church’s obligation
to withdraw its fellowship from those who cannot be reached
with more moderate approaches.

New Testament Authority for Discipline

Every serious Bible student knows that there is ample
authority for the practice of church discipline. Consider the
following samples of New Testament evidence: Jesus taught
that one who has wronged his brother, and who cannot be
persuaded to repent—either by the offended party, other in-
dependent witnesses, or the church in general—should be
treated as “the Gentile and the publican” (Matthew 18:17).
In the context of a first-century setting, this means that the
church was to have no social contact with hardened offenders.

Paul instructed the saints in Rome to be on the look-
out for those “who are causing the divisions and occasions
of stumbling contrary to the doctrine.” He declared that the
faithful should “turn away from” these self-serving egotists
who were deceiving the innocent (Romans 16:17). The entire
fifth chapter of 1 Corinthians deals with the matter of disci-
pline. A fornicating church member had pursued in his immor-
al lifestyle relentlessly, and the apostle rebuked the Corinthi-
an congregation for not having disfellowshipped the man.
Paul declared that the brother should have “been taken away
from among you,” delivered “unto Satan,” and “put away” (vv.
2, 5, 13). Further, with such a one, “company” was not to be
kept. The fraternization of a common meal was forbidden (v.
11). This instruction is quite explicit.

The inspired Paul commanded the church in Thessalo-
nica to “withdraw” from every brother who persists in walk-
ing disorderly, thus contrary to divinely received traditions (2
Thessalonians 3:6). Such persons, says he, are to be identified

and social company with them is to be severed. Excommuni-
cated brethren, of course, are not to be treated harshly; rather,
they are to be admonished in a brotherly fashion (vv. 14, 15; cf.
Galatians 6:1).

In Titus 3:10, inspiration affirms that a factious per-
son, after appropriate admonition, is to be “refused,” i.e.,
refused further association. These passages by no means ex-
haust the New Testament information on the subject of church
discipline. They are sufficient, however, to provide ample in-
struction of the kingdom’s responsibility in this regard.

The Purpose of Church Discipline
What is the purpose in withdrawing fellowship from
the disorderly? It certainly is not an act of revenge toward
those who have fallen from the faith. And it must never be ex-
ercised in a haughty or malevolent manner. The Scriptures do
suggest, however, that discipline has both a corrective and a
protective function.

Obviously, it is designed to save the erring child of
God. The Corinthian fornicator was to be disfellowshipped so
that he might be motivated to destroy “the flesh,” i.e., his un-
godly fleshly passion (see Thayer 1958, 443) in order that his
spirit might be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus (1 Corinthians
5:5). Discipline is designed to “gain” the wayward (Matthew
18:15), to make him “ashamed” (2 Thessalonians 3:14), to the
end that he may be restored (Galatians 6:1).

A consideration of certain passages in 2 Corinthians
leads to the conclusion that the church in Corinth finally did
withdraw from the sensuous offender, and that such brought
him to repentance. The apostle wrote: “This punishment which
was inflicted by the majority is sufficient for such a man” (2:6).

But discipline is not merely for the welfare of the
rebel. It is for the protection of the church as well. When Paul
admonished the congregation at Corinth to take care of the
problem of the immoral brother, he warned: “Don’t you know
that a little leaven leavens the whole lump?” (1 Corinthians
5:6). The apostle elsewhere declared that those who cause
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divisions and occasions of stumbling “by their smooth and fair speech beguile the

Two false teachers in the early church, Hymenaeus and Alexander, had
made shipwreck of the faith, hence Paul “delivered [them] unto Satan,” i.e., he dis-
fellowshipped them (1 Timothy 1:19-20; cf. 1 Corinthians 5:5) for the welfare of the
brethren. False teaching, if allowed to go unchecked within the body of Christ, can
eat like a cancer and cause the faith of some to be overthrown (see 2 Tim. 2:16-18).

Discipline is also important in preserving the integrity of the church before
the eyes of the world. Society has bias enough against us without having the legit-
imate complaint that we harbor evil within our fellowship. We should never give
occasion to the adversary for reviling (1 Timothy 5:14).

It is imperative that the conduct of the church be such that “the name of
God and the doctrine be not blasphemed” (1 Timothy 6:1), and that the way of
truth be not “evil spoken of” (2 Peter 2:2).




