INTRODUCTION TO CHURCH DISCIPLINE
Rod Walls
	


In 2016, I wrote my doctoral dissertation on the subject of church discipline, with special

attention devoted to the practice in Southern Baptist life. I realize that church discipline is a
touchy subject. Many Christians today are repelled by the very thought of church discipline.
But this hasn’t always been the case—particularly among the Baptists. Baptist historian,
Gregory Wills, writes:
Baptists maintained an active church discipline from the early seventeenth century until the late
nineteenth century [approximately 300 years]. Baptists practiced discipline above all because
they viewed it as a matter of simple obedience.1

	


	

Our Baptist forebears viewed church discipline as an important implication of the gospel

of Jesus Christ. In other words, the gospel can never be separated from Christ’s commands—any
of them—including His command to administer church discipline. As Professor Wills asserts,
“To an antebellum Baptist, a church without discipline would hardly have counted as a church.”2
	


In an article he wrote several years ago, Al Mohler referred to church discipline as “The

Missing Mark.”3 Since that time, there has been little improvement, if any. The need to recover
the practice of church discipline in Southern Baptist life is just as urgent today as ever before.

____________________
1Gregory A. Wills, “A Historical Analysis of Church Discipline,” in Those Who Must Give an Account: A
	

Study of Church Membership and Church Discipline, eds. John S. Hammett and Benjamin L. Merkle (Nashville,
TN: B&H, 2012), 144.
2Gregory A. Wills, Democratic Religion: Freedom, Authority, and Church Discipline in the Baptist South
	

1785-1900 (New York, NY: Oxford, 1997), 12. In this magisterial study of nineteenth-century Georgia Baptists,
Wills further claims: “They placed discipline at the center of church life. . . . Not even preaching the gospel was
more important to them than the exercise of discipline.”2
3R. Albert Mohler, Jr., “Church Discipline: The Missing Mark,” in Southern Baptist Journal of Theology
	

4/4:16, Winter 2000; available from http://www.sbts.edu/resources/journal-of-theology/sbjt-44-winter-2000/;
Internet; accessed 7 July 2016. In this article, Mohler opines: “The decline of church discipline is perhaps the most
visible failure of the contemporary church. No longer concerned with maintaining purity of confession or lifestyle,
the contemporary church sees itself as a voluntary association of autonomous members, with minimal moral
accountability to God, much less to each other. Without a recovery of functional church discipline . . . the church
will continue its slide into moral dissolution and relativism.”
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But if we’re ever going to recover the practice, it will begin with sound teaching on the subject.4
Consequently, I’ve decided to preach a sermon series on this topic in the coming weeks. Each
sermon will build on the preceding one. The first two sermons in this series are foundational.
We’ll build upon that foundation in the weeks that follow.
	


With that introduction, I invite you to stand for the reading of God’s Word.
A PEOPLE OF THE BOOK
John 14:15

	


What comes to mind whenever you hear the phrase “church discipline”? For many

Christians in America today the phrase conjures up negative feelings. Some will immediately
associate it with The Scarlet Letter or The Salem Witch Trials. Others may think about the
Inquisitions of the past, or the cults of today. Perhaps some will recall an abuse of church
discipline from their own past church experience. Many Christians today are repelled by the
very thought of church discipline. Understood.
	


But ultimately, we must ask: Is church discipline biblical or not? If you’re familiar with

the New Testament, you already know the answer is “Yes.” So, if church discipline is biblical,
then why have the majority of evangelical churches in America today abandoned it?
	


Ironically, throughout our history, we Baptists have prided ourselves on being “a people

of the Book.” That is to say, our self-perception is that we take what the Bible says seriously.
The Bible is our primary authority for faith and practice. But does that still apply to Southern
Baptists today? Yes? Maybe—to a degree? We’re quick to denounce the so-called “liberals” for
“picking and choosing” from the Bible the parts they like while ignoring (or rejecting) the parts
they’re uncomfortable with. But when we ignore (or reject) the biblical teaching about church
discipline, are we not guilty of doing the same thing? And is this not hypocritical on our part?
____________________
4Commenting on the challenges contemporary churches will face in attempting to recover the practice of
	

church discipline, Gregg R. Allison writes: “To reverse the trend . . . the effort required will be so monumental and
controversial that it will cost churches much time to teach on and reinstitute the practice of church discipline, great
effort to apply the recovered practice in the lives of persistently sinning church members, deep repentance on the
part of those members and compassionate mercy from churches toward those members, and strong leadership to
withstand congregational criticism for the restoration of the practice.” Gregg R. Allison, Sojourners and Strangers:
The Doctrine of the Church (Wheaton IL: Crossway, 2012), 179-180.
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No doubt, there are legitimate concerns over the abuse of church discipline. To be sure,

it’s always tragic when church discipline is abused. Unfortunately, there have always been
overzealous reformers who, in seeking to “purify” the church, act as the moral police, always
watching to catch someone in a fault. Essentially, such people are graceless and self-righteous
Pharisees. But this is not biblical church discipline. Our primary objective in this study is to
discover what biblical church discipline is.
	


But here’s the thing: We can’t abandon a scriptural command simply because it has

been abused before. To do so will always mean throwing the baby out with the bath water.
John White and Ken Blue write:
The abuses of discipline, rather than discipline itself, are what we must fear. Is there anything
good that isn’t abused? How about marriage? Or surgery? Ought we to abandon them because
of their abuse? Law is abused. Should we opt for chaos? . . . Yes, the reintroduction of . . .
church discipline will bring dangers with it. . . . But the dangers of failing to restore it will be
incalculably greater.5

	


Have you ever heard a sermon filled with deceptive heresies or delivered by someone in

self-righteous anger, who browbeat the listeners? Probably. But should we abandon preaching
because it’s sometimes abused? Should we abandon worship because it’s sometimes poorly
conducted or entertainment driven? What about evangelism? Do we need to abandon
evangelism because it’s sometimes misguided? Of course not! Despite such abuses, we
continue to preach, worship, and evangelize. Why? Because Scripture commands us to. Does
the same not apply when it comes to church discipline? Marlin Jeschke gets it right: “The
answer to bad church discipline is good church discipline, not no church discipline.”6 Indeed!
	


But some well-meaning Christian will protest, “Yes, but the very notion of church

discipline will turn people off and how then will we ever reach outsiders and experience church
growth?”7 I’ll reply with another question: What kind of church do we desire to have? Do we
desire to have a church that takes into account “the whole counsel of God”? One that takes all of
____________________
5John White and Ken Blue, Healing the Wounded: The Costly Love of Church Discipline (Downers Grove,
	

IL: InterVarsity, 1985), 23.

	


6Marlin

	


7See

Jeschke, Discipline the Brother (Scottdale, PA: Herald, 1972), 14.

footnote 6 in the second sermon of this series titled “A Well-Ordered Hospital for Sinners.”
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Jesus’ commands seriously? Or do we want a church that takes the liberty to pick and choose
whatever commands we’re comfortable with?8
	


Let me pose yet another question: Does the average evangelical church in America today

function more like a country club than a New Testament church? Wyman Richardson think so:
Church discipline has largely disappeared in American churches today because our ecclesiology
has been defined more by the culture than by the Bible. Consequently, many churches are more
concerned today with the comfort of the club than with the obedience of the church.9
	


Southern Baptists have fallen prey to the spirit of pragmatism. We’ll do whatever works

to get people to join our churches, and we’ll do almost anything to keep them from leaving. For
nearly a century now Southern Baptists have opened wide the front door and sealed the back
door shut. But this was not the way our Baptist forebears “did church.” Southern Baptist
professor, John Hammett, writes,
From their early days to the twentieth century, Baptist churches exercised care in who they
baptized into church membership and removed through discipline those whose lives contradicted
their professions of faith.10

	


We’ve made it far too easy to join the church, and being put out of the church because of

a persistent, worldly lifestyle is out of the question. Consequently, instead of reflecting the holy
character of our God, the majority of our churches tend to look more like the world. As Eric
Bargerhuff puts it, the failure to practice church discipline properly “has caused the church to
lapse into moral decay and relativism, a mirror image of the culture we live in.”11
____________________
8Jonathan Leeman’s remarks are most relevant: “Church leaders want to reach outsiders, but this good
!
desire produces a bad temptation—to slim down the gospel to something skinnier. It’s comparatively easy to talk
about God’s grace, unconditional love, and faith. It’s harder to talk about God’s holiness, Christ’s lordship, a Spiritgiven repentance, and the new covenant reality of the church. All of these things make demands on a person. They
produce the need for accountability. And when you build a church on a gospel that makes few demands and offers
little accountability, church discipline just doesn’t make sense.” Jonathan Leeman, Church Discipline: How the
Church Protects the Name of Jesus (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 13.
9Wyman L. Richardson, Walking Together: A Congregational Reflection on Biblical Church Discipline
	

(Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2007), 26.
10John S. Hammett, “The Why and Who of Church Membership,” in Baptist Foundations: Church
	

Government for an Anti-Institutional Age, eds. Mark Dever and Jonathan Leeman (Nashville, TN: B&H, 2015), 175.
11Eric J. Bargerhuff, Love That Rescues: God’s Fatherly Love in the Practice of Church Discipline (Eugene,
	

OR: Wipf & Stock, 2010), 5.
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Little wonder why the church in America today is so powerless. In 1858, Baptist

theologian, John L. Dagg, (who was professor of theology and then president of Mercer
University during the 1840s-50s) wrote A Treatise on Church Order—one of the most
compelling defenses of a Baptist ecclesiology ever written. In it he states, “When discipline
leaves a church, Christ goes with it.”12 Jay Adams concurs: “Where there is discipline, Christ is
in the midst. Where there is none—can you expect Him to be present?”13 In other words, the
presence of Christ (his power and manifest glory) will not abide among a disobedient people.
Pastors William Boekestein and Daniel Hyde assert that “Church discipline is not an option; it is
an obligation. . . . In fact, when believers fail to exercise spiritual discipline, the church might
expect to experience severe chastening from God’s almighty hand (1 Cor 11:30-32).”14
	


I’m reminded of Christ’s words to the Church in Thyatira in Rev 2:19-23 (ESV):
I know your works, your love and faith and service and patient endurance, and that your latter
works exceed the first. But I have this against you, that you tolerate that woman Jezebel, who
calls herself a prophetess and is teaching and seducing my servants to practice sexual immorality
and to eat food sacrificed to idols. I gave her time to repent, but she refuses to repent of her
sexual immorality. Behold, I will throw her onto a sickbed, and those who commit adultery with
her I will throw into great tribulation, unless they repent of her works, and I will strike her
children dead. And all the churches will know that I am he who searches mind and heart, and I
will give to each of you according to your works.

	


The name “Jezebel” (v 20) is symbolic. During the time in which the prophet Elijah

ministered, Jezebel, the wife of King Ahab, promoted unprecedented Baal worship and sorcery in
Israel. Likewise, there was a prophetess at work in the church of Thyatira, leading church
members into moral compromise, pressuring them to participate in evil practices associated with
pagan temple worship. But here’s the point: Due to its moral compromise and neglect of
church discipline, Christ judged this church. No doubt, part of the judgment was the
withdrawal of His manifest presence. Consequently, this church, like many evangelical churches
in America today, was left without a testimony in the world. J. Carl Laney comments:
____________________
12John L. Dagg, A Treatise on Church Order (Charleston: Southern Baptist Publication Society, 1858), 274.
	

	


13Jay

E. Adams, A Handbook on Church Discipline (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1986), 116.

14William Boekestein and Daniel R. Hyde, A Well-Ordered Church: Laying a Foundation for a Vibrant
	

Church (Welwyn Garden, UK: EP Books, 2015), 139. For an earlier Baptist perspective on this, see footnote 6 in
the second sermon of this series titled “A Well-Ordered Hospital for Sinners.”
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How deceptive are the ways of Satan! It is amazing how far the church at Thyatira departed from
the “straight and narrow way” due to a neglect in the area of discipline. And because the church
didn’t mete out discipline, the Lord promised He would (Rev. 2:22, 23). Not only did He bring
tribulation and death to those involved in the wickedness, but He snuffed out the candle of the
church. No testimony at all is better than a testimony to spiritual darkness.15

	


Question: What’s the main reason why so many churches have abandoned church

discipline? I think the answer is fear—fear of falling into legalism, fear of litigation, fear of
losing members and money. But the greatest fear is probably the fear of offending someone. We
just can’t bear the thought of offending our fellow church members, or even our unbelieving
friends and neighbors in the community. But what about offending God with our disobedience?16
In Prov 29:25 we read, “The fear of man lays a snare, but whoever trusts in the Lord is safe,” and
Prov 9:10a says, “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom. . . .” Can we honestly say
that we fear the Lord if we refuse to practice church discipline for the fear of man? For that
matter, can we honestly say that we love the Lord if we refuse to obey the command to administer
church discipline? Jesus said “If you love me, you will obey my commands” (John 14:15).
	


Wyman Richardson urges, “The time is right for the church to return to church discipline.

The matter is simply one of obedience, and the time is always right for obedience.”17 If we are
obedient to the Word of God we will not neglect church discipline. But the fact remains that
indeed many Southern Baptist churches have neglected discipline—and have done so for a very
long time now. Consequently, the time is also right for repentance.18 Is it not high time the
church obeys the Word of God in this matter? Is it not high time for us as Southern Baptists to
live out our age-old motto of being “a people of the Book”?
____________________
15J. Carl Laney, A Guide to Church Discipline: God’s Loving Plan for Restoring Believers to Fellowship
	

with Himself and with the Body of Christ (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 1985), 49.
16Greg Wills contends: “Recovery [of church discipline] will not be easy should it ever occur. Powerful
	

trends run counter to all that discipline entails. Our ecclesiology is weak in theory and practice; that is, we cannot
find a scriptural ecclesiology so we substitute whatever seems to promote conversion and denominational loyalty.
We lack spirituality; we fear man more than God” (“A Historical Analysis of Church Discipline,” 154).

	


17Richardson,

Walking Together, 12.

18In reference to church discipline, L. S. Walker & E. C. Gillentine assert: “On this particular doctrine we
	

have sinned and some have almost come to the point of outright contempt for God’s Word.” L. S. Walker and E. C.
Gillentine, Church Discipline (Texarkana, TX: Bogard, n.d.), 2, 7.
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Let’s conclude with a few questions for application.
	


First: What feelings arise in your heart when you hear the phrase “church discipline”?

Perhaps you’re neutral or indifferent. Maybe you have negative feelings. If you find the subject
repulsive, why do you think that is the case?
	


Second: How knowledgable are you about the subject of church discipline? Have you

ever studied it before? Have you ever heard anyone teach on it before? If someone asked you
for Scriptural support for the practice, would you know where to point them in the Bible?
	


Third: Is it your sincere desire to “obey” all of Christ’s commands? What is your

tendency whenever you encounter teachings in Scripture that make you uncomfortable? Do you
tend to argue with Truth, or justify disobedience in some area of your life? Or can you honestly
say that, by God’s grace, you humbly strive to obey all of Christ’s commands?
	


Fourth: What is your vision for the future of Cleveland Road Baptist Church (CRBC)?

Where do you see this church in three, ten, or twenty years from now? Will CRBC be marked by
obedience? Will we be a church that heeds the whole counsel of God? Or will we, like many
today, have succumbed to the spirit of pragmatism?
	


Let’s pray.

