PURGE THE EVIL FROM AMONG YOU
Deuteronomy 17:7b
	


The primary Scripture texts that deal with church discipline are of course found in the

New Testament (NT). But the NT practice of church discipline has its roots in the Old Testament
(OT) practice. The OT provides a theological foundation for NT discipline.1
	


Clearly there is continuity between OT and NT discipline. The early church did not

practice church discipline in a vacuum. As R. S. T. Hastlehurst observes, “The apostles when
they administered discipline as leaders of the Christian Church were only carrying on a principle
with which they had been familiar from childhood.”2 So there is continuity between OT and NT
discipline, but there is also discontinuity.3 The apostles did not administer discipline in the same
way as prescribed in the OT. Jeremy Kimble offers some keen insights on this:
It [OT discipline] is not a perfect parallel to NT church discipline. The OT pattern often denotes
God as the initiator of the discipline, whereas in the NT God has given authority to the church to
exercise discipline. Most often, OT discipline had a decisive and definitive end in death, and in
NT discipline the process is often drawn out for the purpose of repentance and reconciliation.
NT discipline is also exacted in an ecclesial context, not within a socio-political milieu, as was
the case with Israel.4

____________________
1According to R. S. T. Hastlehurst, “No discussion of the Penitential Discipline of the Early Church can
	

begin with the words of our Lord. He came not to destroy but to fulfill the law, and the most superficial reader of the
gospels must see that He was building on a foundation already laid, destroying the “wood, hay, and stubble” that had
been laid upon it, but preserving all that could be preserved. R. S. T. Hastlehurst, Some Account of the Penitential
Discipline of the Early Church in the First Four Centuries (New York, NY: Macmillan, 1921), 1.
2Ibid.,

1.

3Edmund Clowney observes: “In the history of revelation, the Old Testament people of God become the
	

church of the Messiah, formed as the fellowship of the Spirit. The Bible does not deliver shipments of doctrine in
cargo containers. Rather, the new grows out of the old, as the flower opens from the bud.” Edmund P. Clowney,
The Church, Contours of Theology, ed. Gerald Bray (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 1995), 29.
4Jeremy M. Kimble, That His Spirit May Be Saved: Church Discipline as a Means to Repentance and
	

Perseverance (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2013), 23. Kimble notes another point of discontinuity: “One can also
see a shift from physical consequences in the OT, with more emphasis on the spiritual in the NT discipline” (Ibid.,
36). Moreover, David Kingdom draws this distinction between OT and NT discipline: “In the OT discipline is
understood mostly in corporate terms (e.g., Deut 8:5), though the individual dimension is not lacking (e.g., Prov
3:11-12). While in the NT the corporate aspect is certainly present (1 Cor 11:27-32), the individual dimension
assumes greater prominence (Heb 12:3-11).” David Kingdom, “Discipline,” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology,
eds. T. Desmond Alexander and Brian S. Rosner (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2000), 448-50.
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Soon after the exodus, God established the Mosaic covenant with His chosen people

Israel. God set Israel apart to be a holy people—a people marked by purity. And it was their
obedience to God’s law that set them apart from their pagan neighbors. Albert Mohler writes:
“God promised His covenant faithfulness to His people but expected them to . . . follow His law.
Israel’s judicial system was largely designed to protect the purity of the nation (italics mine).”5
	


The laws of the covenant covered a variety of moral and ceremonial matters. One such

law was the discipline of certain sinners who were to be banished from the community by being
taken outside the camp.6 Jeremy Kimble notes: “Being taken outside the camp was a way in
which Israel sought to maintain its holiness and purity before the Lord.”7 In some cases this
banishment was only temporary, but in others it meant the death penalty. Verlyn Verbrugge
explains:

	


Obviously when discipline in the Old Testament took this sever form—death for the offender—
there was no opportunity for repentance and restoration. Not only was the individual cast out of
the visible nation of Israel; he was also cut off from the covenant of God with all its privileges.
Physical death was but a sign of spiritual death, his removal from the book of life (cf. Deut

____________________
5R. Albert Mohler, Jr., “Church Discipline: The Missing Mark,” in Southern Baptist Journal of Theology
	

4/4:19, Winter 2000; available from http://www.sbts.edu/resources/journal-of-theology/sbjt-44-winter-2000/;
Internet; accessed 26 July 2016.

6Jeremy Kimble sees three trajectories in the Old Testament which, “highlight key principles that carry over
	

into New Testament practice” (That His Spirit May Be Saved, 33). These are: exile from Eden, expulsion from the
camp, and ejection from the land (Ibid., 20-33). The second trajectory is germane to our discussion. However, the
first and second trajectories are worth consideration. There is a clear connection between the first and third
trajectories. The first trajectory is exile from Eden. As a result of Adam’s sin, God drives Adam and Eve from the
garden lest they eat of the tree of life and live in this sinful state forever. According to Kimble, “The act of expelling
Adam and Eve from the garden of Eden serves as a kind of prototype for how God will deal with sin the rest of
redemptive history” (Ibid., 23). The third trajectory is ejection from the land. In the book of Deuteronomy, God
promised His people, Israel, that if they remained faithful to the covenant, they would be blessed and would be
allowed to remain in the promised land. If they broke the covenant, however, curses would follow and God would
drive them out of the land and into exile, which is exactly what happened. It is not hard to see the connection
between Adam and God’s people Israel. Kimble writes: “While this narrative is quite removed from the NT context
of local church discipline, a distinct link can be seen between Adam and Israel and the discipline they received from
God. This link serves to solidify the connection between the first man and God’s chosen people, and . . . there is an
association to be made between Israel and the church of God under the new covenant. This narrative also
demonstrates God’s abhorrence towards sin and disobedience, his determination to execute justice for that sin, and
the fact that God desires good to be done to his people through the administration of discipline” (Ibid., 23-24).

	


7Ibid.,

24.
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29:18-21). The primary purpose of this type of discipline is the purity of the community, not
necessarily the salvation of the sinner (italics mine).8

	


Nowhere in the OT is this more clear than in the Book of Deuteronomy. Essentially,

Deuteronomy is a retelling (by Moses) of the laws of the covenant to a new generation of
Israelites preparing to enter the promised land. Scattered throughout the Book of Deuteronomy
is the phrase “Purge the evil from among you.” This phrase refers to capital punishment and it
appears ten times in Deuteronomy.9 Let’s consider some of the types of evil Israel was
commanded “to purge from its midst.”
False prophets: (Deut 13:1-5) If a prophet or a dreamer of dreams arises among you . . . and if he
says, 'Let us go after other gods,' which you have not known, 'and let us serve them,' you shall not
listen to the words of that prophet or that dreamer of dreams. . . . But that prophet or that dreamer
of dreams shall be put to death, because he has taught rebellion against the LORD your God, who
brought you out of the land of Egypt and redeemed you out of the house of slavery, to make you
leave the way in which the LORD your God commanded you to walk. So you shall purge the evil
from your midst (italics mine).
Those who worship other gods: (Deut 17:2-7) If there is found among you . . . a man or woman
who does what is evil in the sight of the LORD your God, in transgressing his covenant, and has
gone and served other gods and worshiped them . . . then you shall inquire diligently, and if it is
true and certain that such an abomination has been done in Israel, then you shall bring out to your
gates that man or woman who has done this evil thing, and you shall stone that man or woman to
death with stones. On the evidence of two witnesses or of three witnesses the one who is to die
shall be put to death; a person shall not be put to death on the evidence of one witness. The hand
of the witnesses shall be first against him to put him to death, and afterward the hand of all the
people. So you shall purge the evil from your midst (italics mine).
Those who bear false witness against their neighbor with the intent of having them put to death:
(Deut 19:15-21) A single witness shall not suffice against a person for any crime or for any wrong
in connection with any offense that he has committed. Only on the evidence of two witnesses or of
three witnesses shall a charge be established. If a malicious witness arises to accuse a person of
wrongdoing, then both parties to the dispute shall appear before the LORD, before the priests and
the judges who are in office in those days. The judges shall inquire diligently, and if the witness
is a false witness and has accused his brother falsely, then you shall do to him as he had meant to
do to his brother. So you shall purge the evil from your midst. And the rest shall hear and fear,
and shall never again commit any such evil among you. Your eye shall not pity. It shall be life
for life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot (italics mine).

____________________
8Verlyn D. Verbrugge, “The Roots of Church Discipline: Israelite and Jewish Practice,” in Reformed
	

Journal 30 (1980) 17-19. Furthermore, Kimble states that, “One of the purposes of this practice was to deter a
further breach of the covenant in the community” (That His Spirit May Be Saved, 27).
	


9Deut

13:5; 17:7, 12; 19:13, 19; 21:21; 22:21, 22, 24; 24:7.
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A rebellious son who refuses to obey his parents: (Deut 21:18-21) If a man has a stubborn and
rebellious son who will not obey the voice of his father or the voice of his mother, and, though
they discipline him, will not listen to them, then his father and his mother shall take hold of him
and bring him out to the elders of his city at the gate of the place where he lives, and they shall
say to the elders of his city, “This our son is stubborn and rebellious; he will not obey our voice;
he is a glutton and a drunkard.” Then all the men of the city shall stone him to death with stones.
So you shall purge the evil from your midst, and all Israel shall hear, and fear (italics mine).
Those guilty of certain kinds of sexually immoral relationships: (Deut 22:20-24) But if the thing
is true, that evidence of virginity was not found in the young woman, then they shall bring out the
young woman to the door of her father's house, and the men of her city shall stone her to death
with stones, because she has done an outrageous thing in Israel by whoring in her father's house.
So you shall purge the evil from your midst. If a man is found lying with the wife of another man,
both of them shall die, the man who lay with the woman, and the woman. So you shall purge the
evil from Israel. If there is a betrothed virgin, and a man meets her in the city and lies with her,
then you shall bring them both out to the gate of that city, and you shall stone them to death with
stones, the young woman because she did not cry for help though she was in the city, and the man
because he violated his neighbor's wife. So you shall purge the evil from your midst (italics
mine).
Anyone found guilty of kidnapping someone for the purpose of enslaving them or selling them
into slavery: (Deut 24:7) If a man is found stealing one of his brothers of the people of Israel, and
if he treats him as a slave or sells him, then that thief shall die. So you shall purge the evil from
your midst (italics mine).

	


	

Many Christians today think we can disregard such OT passages because, after all, we

live under the grace of the NT. What relevance do such passages have for us today? Right? We
do well to remember Paul’s words in 2 Tim 3:16: “All Scripture is breathed out by God and
profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness (italics
mine).”
	


Commenting on the punishments (death penalty) mentioned above in passages from the

Book of Deuteronomy, Ajith Fernando writes:
Though the details of the Law and its implementation may differ from past times, the theological
intention behind the Law is maintained. . . . This would not transfer exactly to our present
societies, which are not theocracies. However, . . . we need to ask what principles we can apply
from this stipulation of punishment. . . . We cannot tolerate people in our churches who
deliberately try to take us away from the worship of God as prescribed in his Word. Today what
we can do is expel them from the church.10

	

____________________
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10Ajith

Fernando, Deuteronomy: Loving Obedience to a Loving God, (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 155,
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Next Sunday, we’ll turn to the NT to see what it teaches about church discipline. Today,

we’re demonstrating how the NT practice is rooted in the OT. But we’re going to begin the
transition from the OT to the NT now. I want you to see how the principles of OT discipline are
carried over into the NT.
	


When dealing with matters of church discipline, it’s significant that both Jesus and Paul

reference passages from Deuteronomy. In all the Bible, Matt 18:15-20 is the primary text on
church discipline. In v 16 of that passage Jesus says, “But if he does not listen, take one or two
others along with you, that every charge may be established by the evidence of two or three
witnesses.” Jesus was obviously drawing upon Deut 17:6 and 19:15. The Apostle Paul also
references these verses in 2 Cor 13:1 and 1 Tim 5:19. Then, in 1 Cor 5:12-13 Paul cites the
repeated phrase from Deuteronomy: “For what have I to do with judging outsiders? Is it not
those inside the church whom you are to judge? God judges those outside. “Purge the evil
person from among you.” By quoting this phrase from Deuteronomy, Paul clearly makes a
connection between capital punishment in the OT and church discipline in the NT. That’s not to
say Paul expected the church to carry out the death penalty. Tom Schreiner explains:
Paul applies this injunction in a fresh way to the church of Jesus Christ. Believers are not
summoned to put an evil man to death, for the church is not a civil and political entity. Rather,
believers are to remove the person from membership in the church, thereby preserving the
holiness of the church.11
	


	


And on that note, let’s conclude with a couple of points for application.

	


(1) Our God is a holy God and He aims to have a holy people.

	


In Lev 11:44-45, the Lord said to His covenant people Israel: “For I am the LORD your

God. Consecrate yourselves therefore, and be holy, for I am holy. . . . I am the LORD who
brought you up out of the land of Egypt to be your God. You shall therefore be holy, for I am
holy.” This OT call for “consecration unto holiness” carries over into the NT. The call for
holiness is throughout the NT. Indeed, the Apostle Peter quotes Lev 11:45 in 1 Pet 1:14-16: “As
____________________
11Thomas R. Schreiner, “The Biblical Basis for 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), 126. Jay Adams concurs: “Because of this link between the Old and the New Testaments, it
would seem that Paul is endorsing the use of this formula as a proper way of designating the act that terminates
one’s membership in the body.” Jay E. Adams, A Handbook on Church Discipline (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan,
1986), 14.

6
obedient children, do not be conformed to the passions of your former ignorance, but as he who
called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, since it is written, ‘You shall be holy, for
I am holy.’” We should not be at all surprised to find this call to holiness repeated in the NT.
The God of the OT is the same God of the NT. In Mal 3:6 we read, “For I the Lord do not
change.” Our God is a holy God and he aims to have a holy people.
	


Question: How’s the pursuit of holiness coming along in your personal life? Are you

actually pursuing holiness? Is there anything hindering your pursuit of holiness? If so, would
you take a moment right now and confess that to the Lord? Hebrews 12:1-2 “Let us also lay
aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is
set before us, looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith.” 	

	


Our God is a holy God and he aims to have a holy people. In fact, God will have a pure

Bride for all eternity. In Rev 19:6-8 we read:
Then I heard what seemed to be the voice of a great multitude, like the roar of many waters and
like the sound of mighty peals of thunder, crying out, “Hallelujah! For the Lord our God the
Almighty reigns. Let us rejoice and exult and give him the glory, for the marriage of the Lamb
has come, and his Bride has made herself ready; it was granted her to clothe herself with fine
linen, bright and pure”—for the fine linen is the righteous deeds of the saints.

	


God will have a pure Bride for all eternity. But . . .

	


(2) In the mean time, one of God’s primary means of purifying the church is the

administration of church discipline.12
	


That was true under the Old Covenant and it is still true under the New. Now, as we

noted earlier, OT discipline is not a perfect parallel to NT discipline. There is discontinuity. The
apostles did not administer discipline in the same way as prescribed in the OT. The church does
not administer the death penalty as Israel did under the OT. But the church is commanded to
remove wicked rebels from her midst. And the purpose of discipline under both the OT and the
NT is the same: to preserve the holiness of God’s covenant people.
	


And my prayer today is that we will be a people marked by purity and holiness.

____________________	

12Brad Harper and Paul Louis Metzger declare: “Christ’s vision of his church is as a bride without spot or
	

wrinkle. Only when the church is willing to address the sin of community members can she keep moving toward
her ultimate status as Christ’s pure bride.” Brad Harper and Paul Louis Metzger, Exploring Ecclesiology: An
Evangelical and Ecumenical Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2009), 177.

