Church Discipline

What is it?

The starting point in church discipline is that the goal is for the erring brother or sister to be restored.  Church discipline has too often come to be misunderstood or ignored among Christians.  But as important a matter as church discipline is, let’s not get ahead of ourselves…

We started off this section with the principle that the goal is for the erring brother or sister to be restored.  Here is a central passage that conveys this principle, and helps us  to understand ‘the path’:    

Galatians 6:1 (NASU)

Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such               a one in a spirit of gentleness; each one looking to yourself, so that you too will not be tempted.

The Greek word translated “trespass” means to ‘fall alongside’, picturing a believer falling alongside ‘the path’ of the Christian walk (that is, walking by means of the Spirit: Galatians 5:16).  The one who has fallen alongside the path is spiritually sidetracked.  In Galatians 5:16, that walking is from the word peripateō: an individual ordering of one’s walk, step by step.  This kind of walking is Christ-centered.  But in Galatians 5:25 the walking is stoicheō: a walking together in line as a group, as in military fashion, synchronized.  This kind of walking is expressed by being ‘in sync’ with other believers.  Putting these words and ideas together, we can see that the restoring ministry of believers is helping a believer who has fallen alongside ‘the path’, and has therefore stopped his individual walking by means of the Spirit, and has also stopped his walking with the group of other believers who are walking together in spiritual synchronization,  to walk along ‘the path’ again.       

Now a walk along the path not only has two characteristics of count (the individual walk and the group walk), but has a point in time aspect, as well as an over time aspect.  The point in time aspect is about a believer’s moment by moment walk with the Lord, along the path.  In truth, I can only walk along ‘the path’ by means of the Spirit moment by moment, as the moments come along, which is why “walk” in Galatians 5:16 is present active imperative.  I cannot walk by means of the Spirit now for an hour from now, but only now, for now.  This is the point in time aspect.  By those progressive and cumulative moments when we walk along the path in fellowship with the Lord, that is the spiritual growth aspect of our walk along the path.  We grow spiritually as we walk in fellowship with the Lord from one moment to the next, cumulatively, and that spiritual growth is both as individuals and as a church body.

Now when someone has ‘fallen off the path’, should we wait until they have accumulated a bunch of sins, and deal with them in a batch, or should we prefer to deal with them individually?  God’s word has our answer: Galatians 6:1, “Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass [singular]…”.  Check out these other references (also NASU):

Matthew 18:15

If your brother sins, go and show him his fault [singular] in private; if he listens to you, you have won your brother.  

Colossians 3:12-13

So, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience; 13 bearing with one another, and forgiving each other, whoever has a complaint [singular] against anyone; just as the Lord forgave you, so also should you.

1 Timothy 5:19

Do not receive an accusation [singular] against an elder except on the basis of two or three witnesses.

So we see from these verses that the ideal approach is to deal, if possible, with singular sins, rather than trying to restore believers by dealing with sins as a ‘batch process’.

The qualifications of the believer in a restoring ministry

We can look to the last half of Galatians 6:1 for inspired insights into the qualifications of the one who is doing the restoring:

…you who are spiritual, restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness; each one looking to yourself, so that you too will not be tempted.

The Greek word translated ‘restoring’ is one that was used in New Testament times for mending nets (Matthew 4:21; Mark 1:19) and setting broken bones.  That is a matter of putting something back into a condition of service and usefulness, as well as restoring any part to a condition so as to heal and function properly.  Paul lists other conditions  and qualifications for a believer involved in restoration ministry:

· “you who are spiritual” – walking by means of the Spirit (Galatians 5:16)

· “in a spirit of gentleness” – one facet of the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22,23)

· “each one looking to yourself, so that you too will not be tempted” - not beholding ourselves, but Christ, yet examining our heart condition so that the restoring ministry does not draw us into also falling off the path of fellowship with the Lord and others.

There is an issue in this matter of church discipline that must be recognized, and that is that both biblical doctrine and biblical morality do matter.  Both healthy (sound) doctrine and biblical morality are eternally important because these are both expressions of the life of Christ in the believer individually (Colossians 3:1-5; 1 Timothy 4:16) and in the body of Christ corporately (Ephesians 4:11-16; Colossians 2:10-19).  Furthermore, doctrine and/or morality that are contrary to what is biblical does grieve the Holy Spirit, whose place it is to direct our attention to Christ the Lord (Ephesians 4:30, John 16:14).  Let’s take a look into how biblical doctrine and biblical morality fit into the restoration process, so that we see the full picture of ‘the path’.  Previously, we drew attention to the believer’s life and doctrine.  The believer’s life is the life of Christ lived out through the believer, by means of the Spirit.  Doctrine is to be understood in terms of our relationship (eternal position) and our fellowship (moment by moment condition) with the Lord and with one another  – not just cold spiritual facts.

So the believer is not intended to think about the Christian life as just believing the cold, hard spiritual facts and externally producing the moral compliance with what the Bible describes as ‘Christian’.  The believer is taking in spiritual food (nutrition), that consists of beholding Christ through His word (2 Corinthians 3:18).  Studying and learning God’s word is not just stuffing our heads, but feeding our spirits with the person of Christ.  Doctrine is ultimately about relationship and fellowship with Him.  Our outward expression of character and morals and ethics are about the expression of His life in and through us.  Paul puts these truths together in Galatians (God’s word which is the spiritual food that feeds present strength and progressive growth), interwoven with powerful spiritual truth and insight:

Galatians 2:20 (NASU)

"I have been crucified with Christ [eternal position]; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God [moment by moment condition], who loved me and gave Himself up for me [eternal position]."

The insight from taking in this piece of spiritual food, is that it is not up to me to do the living here on planet earth, since that is Christ’s to do in and through me.  Instead, I am preoccupied with living there in the heavenlies where I’ve been seated (Ephesians 2:6).  He does the living here – I do the living there.  All of that is by His most gracious accomplishment, and not my own, and all for His glory, and not my own.  That is      what an individual and ‘in sync’ walk along ‘the path’ is like.

We first focused on the meaning and application of Galatians 6:1, which is a spiritually dense verse, that is, it says a great deal in a very small number of words.   

Take a look at the Church Discipline Chart on page 5.  The kinds of things that would be the subject of ‘church discipline’ would include:

· Open sexual immorality (1 Corinthians 5:1-13)

· Unresolved personal conflicts (Matthew 18:15-20)

· Divisive behavior or teachings within the body of Christ (Titus 3:10)

· False Teaching (Romans 16:17-18; Galatians 1:8,9; 1 Timothy 1:20, 6:3-5; 2 John            9-11; Revelation 2:14-16)  

Broken down, there are nearly a half dozen steps in the sequence from the first approach to the final approach to the fellow believer who sins.  There are three columns in the Church Discipline Chart.  The central column – restoring a brother to fellowship with the Lord and with other believers - is the goal of both God’s working in the believer’s life. While the left column states what will happen if the church does not conduct biblical church discipline, it is the intent of Holly Hills Bible Church to speak and act biblically in these matters, as shown in the right column.  The alternatives for dealing with the sin are given in 1 Corinthians 11:31-32:

1 Corinthians 11:31-32

But if we judged ourselves rightly, we would not be judged. 32 But when we are judged, we are disciplined by the Lord so that we will not be condemned along with the world.

So the urging of Scripture is that we do judge biblically within the body of Christ, so that the Lord does not have to do the disciplining of the believer.  Church discipline is God’s primary intent for known matters of sin in a believer’s life, rather than discipline by God.

The first case under “If you let it go” is “He may not be saved”.  This is actually a special case which doesn’t fit the chart pattern so easily, in that if a person is not truly saved, that may become evident when a believer comes alongside him as the first step in dealing with the matter biblically, and/or by the Holy Spirit’s convicting ministry in the heart        of the believer.  And in such a case the person is not exactly restored to fellowship but introduced into the fellowship initially, when he comes to believe.  Nonetheless, this question should not be left off of the chart altogether, because not being saved could be the very core of the problem, and the only resolution of that for the person is to believe.

Each step in the process, though intended to restore the believer, is progressive, that is,   if the believer does not respond by being restored, then discipline goes to the next step.     It is even possible that the Lord may take an unresponsive believer home ‘early’.
Adopted by the Elders:             
____________________________






Roger Henderson

____________________________

Mike Doyle

____________________________ 
Vern Peterman
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