   


         Discipline in the Church

I am learning that understanding is generational. Today my daughter is excited for D-Day at school because it means they are going to get donuts. My neighbor who is a D-Day World War II veteran might hold a somewhat different view. Often today we carry over the same kind of differing sentiments of church. We assume that if something was from back in the day, it is not applicable to us and since we are now more enlightened we have got passed some of the problems of the past. When it comes to the church there are so many out there that are willing to dump ‘traditional church.’ We have a stupid billboard in Enid that reads, “Church as usual, never.” We really desire to remove the ‘shackles’ of past traditions and freely walk in our relationship with Christ.  Often lumped in with this concept of traditions of the past is church discipline. Have you ever heard of it?  Maybe when you think of church discipline you picture Salem, Mass. and the witch-hunts, or some early church heretic getting burned at the stake. 

I want to introduce you to a mark of the church that is very significant to the life and effectiveness of the body of Christ. Church discipline sounds a little scary and admittedly the word discipline is what sets it off. We often have very poor reactions to discipline. It speaks of authority and in the realm of spirituality we prefer to be our own authority. We cling to the text of "Judge not lest you be judged" (Matt 7:1; Luke 6:37) and proclaim our autonomous spiritual condition. "Its just Jesus and me and that is all I need." I often have heard the statement, "God is the only one that can judge me." That statement will most likely be stricken from anyone's mouth once they read the Bible. Trust me, God as your judge is not a place of comfort. The concept of self ruled Christianity or spirituality, regardless of the popularity is not biblical. The church is central to God's plan for history, it is clear in the Bible. Mark Dever points out that if we reject the authority of the church we act in way very similar to the Fall, where Adam and Eve reject the authority of God that they may be like him "knowing good and evil." The church is a God-ordained organism that is part of God’s master plan. Paul when he was Saul was persecuting the church and killing the Church. When Jesus came to him on the road to Damascus He said, “ Saul why are you persecuting me?” He didn’t say, Saul why are you persecuting that group of people who are trying to follow me?” He said me. Church discipline is a God ordained means to persevere us to the end and protect the ‘Me,’ which is the church of Jesus Christ. There are many effects church discipline has in the body of Christ. Here is a quick look at few.

Church discipline brings the freedom to enjoy Christ to our lives.  It is imperative that in the Christian life that we submit to the head, which is Christ, and the authority which he has predestined before the foundation of the earth, which is the Church. In doing so we become subject to the discipline and godly judgment to those leading the body to the glory of Christ. Hebrews 12:11 reads," For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, but later it yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it." My daughter can testify to the first part hopefully the whole family will be rejoicing in the truthfulness of the results. We are all today completely free to quote the whole Bible. No one is going to stop you and you have every right. The problem is we are all enslaved and limited because of our lack of discipline in memorizing the text. Discipline bring about freedom in our lives.Freedom from sin and a joyful communion with our Savior is one goal of church discipline. The painful process of discipline pulls us from a path of destruction to the path of joy in Christ. 

Church discipline is redemptive in its aim; it is one of God's ordained means to persevere us in the faith. A crazy thing is said in 1 Corinthians 5:5, "you are to deliver the man to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord."  This verse points out that one of the main reasons for church discipline even to the extent of removing a believer from fellowship is the hopeful salvation of this man's soul. In salvation, it isn't just that you start the race it is that you persevere to the end. Perseverance is the mark of true conversion and true faith. If you by the grace of church discipline serve in the perseverance of a brothers soul you have done well. James 5: 19-20 reads," My brothers, if anyone among you wanders from the truth and someone brings him back, let him know that whoever brings back a sinner from wandering will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins." We must participate in church discipline for the sake of our brothers, we must wholly submit to it for the sake of ourselves. How many out there are free from falling away in sin? 

       Church discipline protects the purity and integrity of the church, which is essential in our mission effectiveness. There are two important things to point out here. The first is the issue of normalized sin. If someone in a church or even in a community commits a sin that is not addressed or punished what happens is in the place of a rebuke grows apathy. When sin is overlooked it becomes the norm and the moral paradigm, which was in place, gets shifted to accommodate this newly accepted sin. That sin becomes ok and soon you see it commonplace in the body and once it becomes commonplace it rarely will get addressed. Hebrews 3:13 reads, "But exhort one another everyday as long as it is called today, that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin."  The reason it says that we must not be hardened is as it reads in verse 12, we might be led away from the living God. If you don't practice church discipline in a way that attacks sin you may remain friends with your supposed brother but you may lose your daughters soul. Normalized sin becomes the norm for nearly everyone.  

       The second truth is that if we allow normalized sin to take root and we turn a blind eye to it, our witness as a body will be destroyed and those outside the church will be left with no hope because they will not perceive in us that there is a better way to live. How can we preach against man's sinfulness when we neglect our own? The church is God's plan for evangelism and if we aren't faithful as a church we will not fulfill His intended plan in our local body.

      Church discipline is important and vital to the life of a church. There are many reasons why it is neglected in our churches. Most pastors will agree to the truthfulness and the necessity of church discipline but struggle in practically casting that vision for the people. Pastors are also left with a battle in the implementation of the practice and find it impractical especially in large congregations where accountability and pastoral oversight is limited or in small towns where gossip reigns. There is also the fear of losing members and in church culture where numbers equal credibility there can lay a selfish fear. Selfish fear isn’t the only kind of fear either, there is fear of confrontation, fear that if one stands for truth they will be standing in the street with their family. In regards to these fears, Richard Baxter states that, “ The ministerial work must be carried on purely for God and the salvation of souls, not for any private ends of our own.” In that statement pastors find the danger in their calling. It is also with the calling to follow Christ that members find an equal danger. “Take up you cross daily and follow me (Luke 9:23).” Following Christ is about path of death to self and submission to Christ daily. This path of self death leads us to tow those who are struggling and get towed even when think it best to go a different route. 
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