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“The Case for Church Discipline”

1 Corinthians 5:1-13

Scripture (ESV) and prayer.


What do you think of when you hear the term, “church discipline”: positive or negative? Now, it can be—and has been—abused in two directions: either dictatorial on the one hand or non-existent on the other. And we have these same issues with parenting: the polar abuses of beatings vs. no consequences. But even though it has become somewhat in vogue these days to not discipline our children, few biblically oriented Christians can accept such a position. Even common sense (which is becoming all-too-uncommon) dictates that appropriate discipline is a vital aspect of parental love (and neglecting it is negligence). So it is with the church. We live in an age of permissiveness, and we need to recapture a proper model of church discipline. I will address it under three question headings: why, how, and what for.

Why? The need for church discipline.

Remember the televangelist scandals of the late-80s (and the evangelists’ refusals to truly repent of them); and the Catholic pedophilia scandals of the present (and the church’s refusals to seriously deal with them)? And what do we get? Plastered shame (and rightly so). And closer to home, there is the not-too-distant Overlake scandal (thankfully, the church dealt with it). Persistent, unrepentant sin is a blight on the church. And flagrant sexual sin is a particularly heinous blight. For them, the scandal was a man in the church (an influential figure?) who was carrying on an open incestuous affair with his stepmother (5:1, which was clearly prohibited in the Old Testament, Lev 18:8). Even the Corinthian pagans—with their notoriously lax views toward sexual expression (so much like us today!)—even they frowned on this. (Also, she was evidently a non-Christian, since Paul only calls for discipline of the man, which makes the scandal even more open.)
But this is not the real scandal. The refusal to deal with it—as the church, as “God’s holy temple in this place” (3:16-17)—that is where the real scandal comes in. They were God’s holy temple; we are God’s holy temple. We are the place of His presence: His “purity and peace” (cf. membership vow #5). It is through us—both individually and corporately—that others will catch a glimpse of God. What kind of witness is this? They took “wisdom” and “freedom in Christ” to a whole new level: an all time low; to sin worse than the world. And they were proud of it (5:2): like the recent ordination of an openly homosexual bishop in the Episcopal church, and of an openly lesbian pastor in the United Methodists. And this sanctity demands a recognition of, and separation from, sin. Too many churches today have lost their sanctity, have lost their identity, as “the temple of God in this place,” because they have refused to acknowledge and deal with sin. First it was things like divorce and fornication; now it is things like homosexuality. Or in conservative circles, it is often things like gossip and judgmentalism. Rather than embracing sinners and calling them to the cross, the sins themselves are now embraced. And we, like they, are often proud: as in “welcoming and affirming” sinful lifestyles. But where, then, is the cross: “Christ our Passover” sacrificed for our sin and salvation (5:7)?
So, why; the need? Because of the scandal of flagrant sin, and the sanctity of God’s temple.
How? The method of church discipline. Discipline is “training”; and there are two aspects to it.
First: discipline as instruction. We see this on three levels, in three “p’s”. (1) Personal: where we must daily let the Spirit convict and guide us by the Word. (2) Parental (notice Deut 6:4-9): where we must instruct our children in the mundane, and every-day. (3) Pastoral: where, contrary to the world (which openly preaches its message), we must regularly preach what is indeed sin (and repentance, along with what is right and beautiful).
Second: discipline as correction (Matt 18:15-17). This is where we find the “steps” of church discipline, as we’re used to talking about it, and as laid down by our Lord Himself. (1) Step 1: one on one. Talk to that person, “between you and him alone” (in humility). This is the first and most important step. When we do this first, it solves most problems. But when we start talking around to others instead, we start to sin—and often worse. What does God really hate (Prov 6:16-19)? “One who sows discord among brothers.” (2) Step 2: witnesses. Take one or two (godly) others along to help work things out. (3) Step 3: whole church (5:4, via the leaders), which, if spurned, leads to excommunication (which is the matter here). This is the last resort: that treats the unrepentant sinner as though he were a non-Christian; for such is what he is proclaiming himself to be. This action excludes the offender from the fellowship of the church and the fellowship of the Table (5:11). This is a sober place to be, and yet necessary in such an instance. Note the five-fold: “be removed” (5:2); “deliver to” (5:5); “cleanse out” (5:7); “not associate with” (5:11); “purge” (5:13; drawn from Deut 22:22—notice how the Old Testament death sentence for gross sin within the faith community becomes excommunication in the New Testament). 
I have an illustration of this when I first visited Tony Evans’ church in Dallas, when I went down to Texas for seminary. It had a sobering—and yet healthy—impact on me, for it showed me that they were seeking to follow God’s way in a good way. I remember him stepping forward (in the presence of the gathered assembly) with the sad and solemn declaration of excommunication—the first I’d ever witnessed—of a stubbornly unrepentant adulterer. They had patiently gone through all the steps. And now (as he closed): “you are not to treat him as a believer; you are not to treat him as your chum.”
So, how; the method? Instruction and correction: through instruction at every level, and the steps of correction (as needed).
What for? The purpose of church discipline.

First: for the good of the sinner. This ultimate goodness is made explicit here: this radical move (handing him over to Satan for the destruction of the flesh) was ultimately for his salvation (5:5, so that he might be saved). Just like with our children, it is a fundamental goal: we discipline them for their good. At the everyday level, this “goodness-goal” is seen in our repentance and restoration (cf. 2 Cor 2:5-11, though probably not the same guy, Paul’s exhortation to welcome a repentant sinner back into fellowship illustrates this). In this, God wants to see two things. (1) For the one who sinned: to be truly sorry. (2) For the one who was sinned against: to truly forgive (and this is often the harder issue).
Second: for the health of the church. When I was growing up, my mom used to bake bread from scratch (mmm, there’s nothing better than fresh-baked bread, slathered with butter and honey!). She would grind the wheat, add the yeast—and that yeast would make the dough rise incredibly! And then we’d punch it down (the fun part), and then it would rise again—it was cool! But this illustrates the issue of “accepted” sin: it spreads like yeast through dough; it slowly but surely infects the whole. When this happens in a church (or denomination), it loses its light and life: for it loses the cross. And this is where Paul’s central analogy is pointed (5:6-8). In that day, the leaven was a piece of dough from last week used to ferment the next (and so on). But once a year the Jews started over with a “clean slate”: at the Feast of Passover and Unleavened Bread. Then, they would purge the house of all leaven, a time marked from the sacrifice of the lamb. Ah. It is in Christ’s sacrifice on the cross (remembered at the Table) that we have become “unleavened”: cleansed from sin, released from bondage. But let us live like it (for we cannot live without it).
Third: for the honor of Christ. We do not act alone, but we act either for or against Christ: to His honor or to His shame. Just like a family and the family name (which is a virtue to reclaim): I grew up understanding that my actions not only reflected upon myself but on the shame or honor of the family name. And we bear the name of Christ. How can we honor Christ? We honor Christ in the church by being the church: repenting of sin, removing scandal, upholding holiness. And all in humility of heart—which is the way of Christ for the world to see.
So, what for; the purpose? Proper church discipline is for the good of the sinner, the health of the church, and the honor of Christ.
