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CHURCH DISCIPLINE
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. Therefore, strengthen your feeble arms and weak knees. Make level paths for your feet, so that the lame may not be disabled, but rather healed. (Heb. 12:11-13)
PURPOSES

The individual members and leaders of Church have a responsibility for the spiritual health of the church and its members. The sin of a member causes damage to that health and may require spiritual discipline to awaken a member to the seriousness of sin and to disciple the member to repentance and restoration. Church discipline is an important part of God’s loving plan for restoring sinning Christians. God’s purpose in disciplining His children is to restore them to fellowship and usefulness in the body of Christ. Rather than destroying the life or ending the ministry of a believer, the primary objective of church discipline is restoration. Church discipline ministers to a member who is in bondage to sin. It may require confrontational and corrective measures taken by individuals, church leaders or the congregation to deal with sin in the life of a believer.

Discipline in the church is designed to serve many purposes including the following:

1.
Bring honor and glory to God.

2.
Restore the offender to holiness.

3.
Produce freedom from sin’s bondage.

4.
Facilitate reconciliation to God and the church.

5.
Maintain purity and integrity of the church

6.
Discourage others from sinning.

As we consider the principles and process of accomplishing these purposes through church discipline, we affirm the following:

1.
The healing power of forgiveness.

2.
God’s righteousness and desire for His church to be holy.

3. The destructive nature of sin.

4.
God’s mercy and forgiveness extended to all believers.

5.
The interdependence of the community of believers.

The exercise of discipline in the church in response to sin in the life of a member is necessary to be obedient to the Lord’s plan for the discipleship of individual believers and the spiritual health of His church.

PRINCIPLES
Scripture outlines specific principles to be applied in the matter of church discipline. The individual situation of the sinning Christian will require the judgment of the church leadership and the leading of the Holy Spirit to determine the appropriate principles to apply in the administration of church discipline. These principles include the following:

1.
Individual Responsibility. Each Christian has a responsibility to seek the restoration of a sinning believer and to pursue reconciliation of damaged relationships. This may require personal involvement and/or support of the church wide disciplinary process. (Gal. 6:1 and 10)

2.
Persistent Prayer. We are commanded to pray persistently during the entire disciplinary process to obtain wisdom, know God’s will, request the Lord’s intervention and restrain Satan. (Eph. 6:18; Phil. 4:6; James 1:5 and 5: 13-16)

3.
Confidentiality. Most personal offenses and issues of sin can adequately be dealt with at the private, personal level. The disciplinary process should involve as few people as necessary to accomplish the level of confrontation required. When the concern is taken privately to the offender, we create an environment conducive to repentance and we minimize the possibility of spreading falsehood and gossip. (Matt. 18:15; Luke 17:3)

4.
Speaking Truth In Love. Communication with the offender needs to be undertaken in a spirit of love. The confrontation needs to be an honest statement of unembellished facts and be free from premature conclusions. Even when a strong rebuke is required, it should be given in the same spirit of love and compassion exhibited by our Lord. (Gal. 6:1; Eph. 4:14-16; 2 Thess. 3:15)

5.
Personal Appeal. Coming along side the offender and offering correction in a loving,

gentle way often makes the person more inclined to listen and respond to admonition.

A personal appeal is especially appropriate in showing respect for an older person and

reflects the family relationship shared by members of the body of Christ. (I Timothy 5:1-2)

6.
Personal/Private Rebuke. Strong words of reproof may be required in dealing with an unrepentant sinning Christian. The offender is to be told the nature and consequences
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of the sinful behavior in specific terms designed to expose, convict, bring to light or convince. (I Thess. 5:14; 2 Timothy 4:2; Titus 1:13; Titus 2:15)

7.
Need For Witnesses. When the offender fails to respond to a private reproof, a private conference with the member is to be held with two or three witnesses participating. The requirement of the testimony of witnesses is specifically established in bringing a charge or accusation against a church member. Having witnesses present strengthens the rebuke, serves as a precautionary measure against unjust or unverified accusations, and authenticates the response of the accused. A public rebuke is especially important in disciplining an elder “so that the rest may be fearful of sinning” (Matt. 18:15-16; Deut. 17:6 and 19:15-20; 1 Tim. 5:19, 20)

8.
Public Rebuke. If the personal and private conferences fail to bring repentance, the offender needs to be rebuked before the church membership to establish that the sinful action does not meet with the approval of God or the church leaders. The communica​tion of the fact of the sin needs to express grief and concern over the saint who has fallen into sin and is so blinded and hardened of heart as to be unrepentant. (1 Timothy 5:19,20)

9.
Separation. The members of the body of Christ are instructed not to associate or fellowship with those professing to know Christ but whose actions deny the genuineness of their profession. An unrepentant member needs to be confronted by setting the sinning Christian outside the fellowship of the church to encourage the offender to examine the actions or attitudes needing correction. Intimate and personal association must terminate during the disciplinary process for the offender to understand the seriousness of the offense and the consequence of sin. Separation also may be required to protect other church members from the effects of the unrepentant offender’s sin. The extent of the separation will be dependent upon the situation, which may range from keeping away from an idle member to total exclusion of a blasphemer. While Biblical avoidance must communicate that the offender has forsaken Christian discipleship, we must communicate the message that full restoration is available upon the basis of confession and repentance. (1 Cor. 5:1-13; 2 Thess. 3:6,14; I Tim. 1:20; 2 Cor. 2:5-11)

These principles serve as a guide for developing the framework within which the appropriate discipline is undertaken to accomplish the goals of confession, repentance, restoration and reconciliation.

PROCESS
The steps or processes established to implement church discipline need to be regarded as general guidelines. Every situation will not fit a previously determined procedure. In carrying out Biblical church discipline, we need to leave room for the wise counsel of the church leaders 
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and the leading of the Holy Spirit. The situation, spiritual sensitivity, state of repentance and 

special needs of the offender need to be considered in establishing the appropriate disciplinary steps that should be taken.

Church discipline is really an act of discipleship. When administered in a loving and concerned manner, church discipline will help a sinning Christian face the reality that the sinful actions are inconsistent with the offender’s profession of Christian faith.

Jesus, our Lord and the builder of the church, outlined the process for church discipline in Matthew 18:15-17. The four basic steps to correction are as follows:

1.
Private Reproof. A believer who is offended or witnesses another’s sin is responsible to arrange a private meeting and confront the offender with the sin. The private reproof is designed to expose the sin for the purpose of bringing conviction and repentance. Unless the sin has public consequences, sins, which have been dealt with privately, should not be made public.

2.
Private Conference. If the sinning Christian does not respond to the private reproof, the reproof should be strengthened by bringing one or two other spiritually mature believers with the goal of leading the offender to repentance and restoration.

3.
Public Announcement. If the sinning Christian continues to refuse to acknowledge the sin and repent, the matter must be made public by bringing it before the church. Discretion needs to be exercised by the church leaders as to the manner and content of the announcement made to the congregation. The leadership needs to carefully consider how detailed the disclosure needs to be to accomplish the objective of communicating to the congregation the need for corporate action to encourage the offender to repent. The content and manner of the public disclosure should be established in light of the legal implications the disclosure will have based upon the church membership status of the member.

4.
Public Exclusion. If the sinning Christian refuses to listen or respond in repentance to the public church announcement, the offender is to be cut off from church membership, fellowship and communion. The offender is to be treated as a nonbeliever because the person is walking as a nonbeliever. The continuing objective of bringing the offender to repentance requires the church to keep loving the person as Jesus does but not to relate to the person as a member of the body of Christ.

RESTORATION
The entire disciplinary process needs to be viewed as positive action to show Christ’s redeeming and restoring love to the fallen saint. When confession and repentance have been accomplished and reconciliation of any damaged relationships has been completed, the entire
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church needs to reach out with love and acceptance to the person to facilitate spiritual healing and restoration to fruitful ministry. Consistent with the Father’s celebration upon the return of the prodigal son, there needs to be great rejoicing when the offender is restored and reconciled in the person’s relationship with the Lord and His church. When the sin of the offender was known publicly, it may be appropriate and healthy for a public announcement to be made of the restoration of the believer. Our desire is that this entire process be undertaken for the spiritual restoration of a believer and be done for the glory and honor of our Lord.
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