OBEDIENCE IN EVERYTHING
2 Corinthians 2:5-11; 7:8-13
	

	


In our study of church discipline, we’ve considered how we should interact with someone

who has been excommunicated. Recall Jonathan Leeman’s advice: “Interactions should not be
characterized by casualness but by deliberate conversations about repentance.”1 But how should
we treat someone who has been excommunicated if they repent and seek reconciliation? This is
well worth pondering because the church that is serious about obeying Jesus’ command to carry
out church discipline may one day be faced with this situation. The answer may seem obvious to
us, but unless we have thought through the matter beforehand, we just may fail to take the
appropriate action when the situation arises. As Pastor Kent Hughes observes:
How true to life, and the universal church! The church is loath to exercise church
discipline against an unrepentant sinner. And when it finally steps up to its responsibility
and does it, it finds it difficult to forgive and restore the repentant sinner.2
	


Such appears to have been the case with the church in Corinth. Evidently, they had at

some point taken disciplinary action against an offender in the church. The disciplined man had
repented and was now seeking to be reconciled with the church. But the church seemed hesitant
to forgive and restore the man. Consequently, Paul had to plead with them to do the right thing.
We read about this incident in Paul’s letter known as Second Corinthians. Our Scripture texts for
today are 2 Cor 2:5-11 and 7:8-13 (from this point forward cited only as chapter and verse):
Now if anyone has caused pain, he has caused it not to me, but in some measure—not to
put it too severely—to all of you. For such a one, this punishment by the majority is
enough, so you should rather turn to forgive and comfort him, or he may be overwhelmed
by excessive sorrow. So I beg you to reaffirm your love for him. For this is why I wrote,
that I might test you and know whether you are obedient in everything. Anyone whom
you forgive, I also forgive. Indeed, what I have forgiven, if I have forgiven anything, has
been for your sake in the presence of Christ, so that we would not be outwitted by Satan;
for we are not ignorant of his designs (2:5-11).

____________________
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For even if I made you grieve with my letter, I do not regret it—though I did regret it, for
I see that that letter grieved you, though only for a while. As it is, I rejoice, not because
you were grieved, but because you were grieved into repenting. For you felt a godly grief,
so that you suffered no loss through us. For godly grief produces a repentance that leads
to salvation without regret, whereas worldly grief produces death. For see what
earnestness this godly grief has produced in you, but also what eagerness to clear
yourselves, what indignation, what fear, what longing, what zeal, what punishment! At
every point you have proved yourselves innocent in the matter. So although I wrote to
you, it was not for the sake of the one who did the wrong, nor for the sake of the one who
suffered the wrong, but in order that your earnestness for us might be revealed to you in
the sight of God. Therefore we are comforted (7:8-13).

	


Consider the context. In 2:5-11 Paul pleads with the Corinthians to forgive a man whom

they had previously disciplined. Is he the same man mentioned in 1 Cor 5:1 who was guilty of
incest? Paul doesn’t say. Scholars disagree on the matter. The traditional view is that it is the
same man.3 But the majority of scholars today do not hold to the traditional position.4 David
Garland represents the majority position when he writes:
____________________
3Tom Schreiner takes this position, mainly because of 2 Cor 2:5, “where Paul says that the one who caused
	

grief did not grieve him,” but rather, “brought distress to the Corinthians themselves.” Thomas 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), 119-120.
Likewise, J. Carl Laney argues: “Until recently, it was practically the universal conclusion of the church that the
incident of incest in 1 Corinthians 5 provides the background for Paul’s words in 2 Cor. 2:5-11. . . . I believe there is
no compelling reason to abandon the view that Paul in 2 Corinthians 2 is following up on the 1 Corinthians 5
incident.” J. 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), 92.
4Among those who hold the majority view is Alexander Strauch who writes: “After writing the letter of 1
	

Corinthians, further news reached Paul of the deteriorating situation in that troubled church. Paul responded by
making a quick, pastoral visit to Corinth from the city of Ephesus where he was living. But the visit proved to be a
disaster. Scholars call the visit the ‘Painful Visit.’ When he arrived at Corinth, an unnamed individual withstood
Paul’s admonitions, insulting and humiliating him. But worse, the congregation was reluctant to side with Paul and
to discipline ‘the offender.’ This caused a terrible strain in the relationship between Paul and the Corinthians.
Something had to be done. After returning to the city of Ephesus, Paul wrote a stern letter to the church urging it to
take action against the offender and to judge its own sinful behavior. This letter has been lost to us; it is not in the
New Testament. Bible scholars call it the ‘Severe Letter,’ or sometimes the ‘Tearful Letter’ or the ‘Sorrowful
Letter.’” Alexander Strauch, Leading With Love (Littleton, CO: Lewis and Roth, 2006), 154-155. Moreover, Kent
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that he was dishonest and double-minded and lacking in courage. Also, it was likely charged or insinuated that he
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coupled with a lack of support by the church, had so taken Paul aback that he elected to leave Corinth for a time” (2
Corinthians: Power in Weakness, 47).

3
The majority of commentators assume that the guilty party was some unknown person
who led a revolt against Paul. … Paul says he forgives him before they have (2:10). This
statement suggests that the man committed some personal injury against Paul, but there is
no indication from 1 Corinthians 5 that the incestuous man directed any insults Paul’s
way.

	


If this scholarly consensus is correct, then we’re dealing with yet another case of church

discipline (different from the one in 1 Cor 5). But it doesn’t really matter who the offender was.
Either way, what Paul says in today’s Scripture texts applies in any case.
	


Whoever the man in question was, one thing is clear: Paul’s letter produced positive

results. Upon reading this letter the Corinthians were “grieved into repenting” (7:9). According
to 2:6, they took corporate action by punishing the offender. In 7:9-13 Paul praises the church
for their repentance and for punishing the offender. Think of it: Paul rejoiced because the church
took disciplinary action against an unruly church member.
	


Paul also rejoiced all the more because their disciplinary action led to the man’s

repentance. But this meant that the church was now facing a different situation. What should the
church do with the offender now that he had repented? Wyman Richardson presents the options:
Should she slam the door shut? … Crack the door open and peer out with a scowl? Or …
do something else? Should she turn the keys of which she has become a steward, throw
open the door, and embrace the returning member with joy and with tears?5

The right course of action should have been obvious. But it wasn’t for the Corinthians. Earlier
they failed to discipline the man who was sleeping with his father’s wife (1 Cor 5). Here they
fail to forgive and restore the repentant man. When it comes to dealing with flagrant sin in the
church, there’s a ditch on both sides. On one side is the ditch of permissiveness. On the other
side is the ditch of un-forgiveness. The Corinthians managed to fall first into one and then into
the other. Charles Hodge writes: “Undue severity is as much to be avoided as undue leniency.”6
	


Paul was both relieved and concerned. He was relieved because the Corinthians had

passed the “test” by proving to be “obedient in everything” (2:9). That is, they obeyed Paul’s
____________________
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command by punishing the wrongdoer. But Paul was also concerned. He feared that Satan
might gain the upper hand if the repentant man was left to wallow in excessive sorrow (2:7).
So Paul pleads with the Corinthians to forgive the offender and to reaffirm their love for him.
	


Consider for just a moment the great heart of the Apostle Paul. Like Jesus, Paul could be

both firm or gentle, depending on the situation. Charles Hodge notes: “As long as the offender
was impenitent and persisted in his offense, Paul insisted on the severest punishment. As soon as
he acknowledged and forsook his sin, he became his earnest advocate.”7 The church desperately
needs more people like Paul, who know when to be stern and when to be gentle. But as Jay
Adams observes: “This balance is rare in the church. Too often churches are weighted toward
one or the other of these two extremes. To strike the proper balance is difficult.”8
	


In 2:11 Paul says he wants the church to forgive the man “so that we would not be

outwitted by Satan; for we are not ignorant of his designs.” Thomas Stegman explains: “Satan’s
purpose would be to plunder the Corinthian church of one of its members and to leave the
community in division and discord.”9 Satan wanted nothing more than to destroy the church’s
fellowship and thus their witness to the grace of God.10 Failure to forgive the offender would
nullify the very Gospel they professed to believe. Kent Hughes describes the situation:	


____________________
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A Commentary on 1&2 Corinthians, 413. Jay Adams remarks: “The love, the concern, the
tenderness exhibited in . . . [2:6-8] is remarkable. Paul can be stern, but he can also be tender. In 1 Corinthians 5,
his sternness is revealed; it was a time for sternness, and he did not hold back. But now, according to 2 Corinthians,
is a time for tenderness; and he does not hold back here either.” Jay E. Adams, A Handbook on Church Discipline
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1986), 94.
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9Thomas D. Stegman, Second Corinthians, in Catholic Commentary on Sacred Scripture (Grand Rapids,
	

MI: Baker Academic, 2009), 66. Charles Hodge declares: “It was a gain to Satan if either an individual soul could
be driven to despair, or the peace of the church could be disturbed. Both of these evils were to be apprehended if
discipline were carried too far. . . . No individual and no community can ever be sure that he is not plotting their
destruction” (A Commentary on 1&2 Corinthians, 417).
10Brad Harper and Paul Metzger maintain: “Only when the church deals with sin redemptively can it
	

exhibit the kind of gracious healing that appeals to the needs of a broken world.” Brad Harper and Paul Louise
Metzger Exploring Ecclesiology: An Evangelical and Ecumenical Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2009),
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5
The young church in Corinth could have been shipwrecked by refusing to obey God by
forgiving the repentant sinner who had caused so much pain. If they had let him stew in
his despondency, they would have cooked their own souls. And Satan could then have put
a fork in the church of Corinth.11

	


It was time for the church to act, and the sooner the better. Jeremy Kimble admonishes:

“There should be no delay. The church that once acted resolutely in discipline should now act
with just as much urgency and swiftness in forgiving and restoring him.”12 And we may be sure
that Paul expected the entire church at Corinth to forgive and restore the man.13 In so doing, they
would form a united front against the “designs of Satan.” 	

	


So, what do you think? Did they obey Paul’s command to forgive and restore the

offender and thus win the battle with Satan? We can only speculate about the outcome, but I
imagine they. One thing is for certain: Any church that determines to obey God’s Word and
practice church discipline may someday find themselves facing this situation. Suppose our
church was currently facing this situation. Let me give you here are three issues we could
possibly have to address:
	


(1) How can we know for sure if the repentance is genuine or not? It goes without saying

that we are looking for signs of sincere sorrow over sinful actions and the harm they’ve caused.
Much like John the Baptist we’re looking for “fruits in keeping with repentance” (Luke 3:8).
But let’s face it, genuine repentance is not always easy to identify, is it? It usually takes time
before we can tell if the repentance was genuine or not. But here’s the thing: We must not

____________________
11Hughes, 2 Corinthians, 51. Scott Hafemann puts the matter even more starkly: “Nothing less than the
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mercy from God have no choice but to extend the same mercy to those who have done likewise (Matt. 6:12, 14-15).”
Scott Hafemann, 2 Corinthians, in The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 90.
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wait for the fruit of genuine repentance before offering forgiveness. There should be no delay.
Our response should be immediate.14
	


(2) How should the act of restoration be administered? Not only should our response be

immediate, but the event itself should be a party! As Thomas White suggests:
Once church leaders believe genuine repentance has occurred, they should restore and
celebrate as the Father does with the returning prodigal son. . . . The celebration should
be as public as the discipline, demonstrate genuine forgiveness, and thank God for his
grace in this restoration, which is the goal of all discipline (Gal 6:1).15

	


(3) What if some refuse to forgive? Jay Adams claims: “Any within the body who fail to

forgive should be warned of the fact that to persist in such failure would place them in jeopardy
of church discipline.”16 And Kent Hughes cautions: “If there are people whom we refuse to
forgive despite their repentance and pleas, we had better consider whether we are of the faith.”17
	


In 2:9 Paul writes: “For this is why I wrote, that I might test you and know whether you

are obedient in everything.” You see, Church, obedience includes not only a willingness to judge
an unruly church member, but also a willingness to forgive and restore him once he repents. And
____________________
14On this matter, Adams wisely counsels: “You must not wait for fruit in order to grant forgiveness. The
	

fruit will come in time—but it takes time. If after proper help and instruction there is not change and sin persists,
then, when fruit should appear, you may begin to question the repentance. Indeed, this may once again lead to
church discipline. But at the moment, when one comes saying that he is repentant, you must forgive him. If we are
to err at this point, it must be on the side of leniency” (A Handbook on Church Discipline, 94). Likewise, J. Carl
Laney attests: “If a brother or sister confesses sin (agreeing with God that it is wrong), turns from sin, and seeks
restoration, we have no right to withhold forgiveness from that person. It is better to forgive and occasionally err on
the side of grace than to withhold forgiveness from one who might genuinely deserve it. . . . What must a person do
to communicate the sincerity of an apology? Flagellate himself and then come crawling on broken glass? The
Christian’s responsibility is to match loving forgiveness with the sinner’s confession and repentance. Only God can
ultimately judge the veracity of such actions” (A Guide to Church Discipline, 94-95). Moreover, Wyman
Richardson warns: “The church must guard against two extremes concerning repentance: a naïve acceptance of
shallow repentance on the one hand and a harsh, skeptical, and legalistic demand for excessive repentance on the
other hand” (Walking Together, 107).
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this brings us full circle. We began this sermon series with the theme of obedience and we’re
going to end on that note as well. So I want to conclude with an excerpt from Eric Bargerhuff’s
book titled Love That Rescues. It’s a commentary on today’s texts. I find his remarks a fitting
way to conclude, not only today’s message, but the entire sermon series. He writes:
When church discipline is appropriately enacted and results in restoration and
reconciliation … Satan … is thwarted. His schemes that seek to destroy the church from
within are undermined (v. 11). However, when the church does not act and the word of
God is not honored, the damage that Satan can do can be much greater, and this will
cause the church to become weak, perhaps even forcing God to act on their behalf toward
the man and also toward the church. I am convinced that this is why so much of the
church in America is weak, because even the very idea of church discipline is
reproachable to those who have completely misunderstood its nature, purpose, and
connection with the actions of a loving heavenly Father. God will not bring spiritual
blessing to a congregation that refuses to obey his explicit commands, especially
concerning sin. And obedience to the word of God through Paul was an issue at stake in
Corinth. For Paul wrote in verse 9, “The reason I wrote to you was to see if you would
stand the test and be obedient in everything.” Therefore, we may emphatically say that
the exercise of biblical church discipline in the church is a matter of corporate obedience
to the will of God. The consequences of disobedience may altogether destroy a church
and cause God to act to protect the honor of his name.18
	


God desires obedience in everything! And those who are obedient to the Word of God

will not neglect church discipline. It is high time the church recovers this biblical practice of
church discipline. It is high time for Southern Baptists to live out their age-old motto of being a
people of the Book!
	


A generation ago, James Leo Garrett declared: “Those who would lead in the renewal of

discipline must be thoroughly convinced of its terrible urgency.”19 The question is: Are we
thoroughly convinced?
	


May God grant us the grace, not only to see the urgent need for recovering the practice of

church discipline, but also to be obedient in everything. For only in so doing will we be a wellordered hospital for sinners.
____________________
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