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Chapter 1

if the Church is a living body united to the same 
head … it is impossible that one part should be 
independent of all the rest.

–Charles Hodge

it was every pastor’s dream. Mark was a young man who just 
seemed to love coming to church. What is more, his enthusiasm 

was contagious. Every time he spoke, it was to say something 
good about the services or the activities of the church. During 
one house group, he brought a smile to everyone’s face by boldly 
declaring, ‘This is the best church I have ever been to.’ But then 
it all went horribly wrong.

One day, the pastor was teaching about the responsibility 
that each member of the church carries as a good witness of 
Jesus Christ. He suggested that, if a church member were to 
sin openly in some way, the leaders of the church had a duty 
to deal with the situation and, if necessary, apply discipline. 
Mark took exception to this. In discussions after the service, 
he bluntly stated that no one should have the right to tell him 
what to do with his life and that, if he ever did fall into sin, it 
was his responsibility to deal with it privately. As far as he was 
concerned, the only role the church should have would be to 
encourage members who fell and to pray for their restoration. 
Any further action would be an intrusion.

Mark no longer attends that church. He is one of a growing 
number of Christians who so struggle with the issue of church 
discipline that they have become disillusioned and have left their 
churches. They are casualties of a contemporary culture that 
privatizes personal conduct to the point where no one has the 
right to say anything about anyone, not even in church.

the problem with discipline
This story could be repeated a thousand times over in many 
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different churches throughout the Western world. Church 
leaders have frequently had to do battle to maintain the integrity 
of their churches and, in so doing, they have had to work 
through the painful process of church discipline, often with 
tragic results. Experience has taught us that the issue of church 
discipline is nothing less than tortuous.

So what is it that makes church discipline one of the great 
difficulties of contemporary church life? Answering this question 
adequately requires a book in itself, but there are a number of 
obvious factors that conspire to make church discipline a thorny 
issue.

pride

First and foremost, there is the issue of pride. The fact is that 
no one likes to be ‘punished’ for doing wrong, not least adults. 
Discipline is a difficult thing to handle and, consequently, when 
someone is being disciplined by his or her church, that person 
naturally reacts against the action. This issue is heightened by 
the fact that most people suffer from a lack of objectivity about 
their own failings. In most cases, when someone else points out 
where I have gone wrong, I do not think my faults are as serious 
as my accuser does. Most people try to justify their own actions, 
including the ones that are sinful and contrary to biblical 
teaching. Because they are used to them, they feel comfortable 
with them. Consequently, they are unable to view them in an 
objective way.

the context of society

The second thing that makes church discipline difficult is the 
context of the evil society in which we live. The Bible spares 
no blushes as it describes human society as utterly fallen and 
depraved (Rom. 1:18–32). Because we live within society, we 
are not always aware, even as Christians, of the terrible state 
society is in. If we could view it through the eyes of Christ, we 
would quickly realize its fallenness and be appalled. Sadly, 
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however, this clarity of thought is all too uncommon among 
Christians and, consequently, we perceive things through the 
lens of contemporary thinking.

It is at this point that we see where the problem lies. Whatever 
an individual Christian may do in terms of falling, his or her 
misdemeanour will seem paltry in comparison with the evils 
of society in general. Any attempts at church discipline will 
inevitably seem petty and churlish. To use a crude analogy, it is 
a bit like telling a sewage worker who is wading in some hideous 
drain that he must floss his teeth because they look unsightly. 
Church discipline just doesn’t seem to make sense, given the 
moral corruption of our world.

Lack of objective moraLs

A third and related problem is the lack of objective moral 
standards within our culture. We no longer live in an age where 
there is universal agreement about what is right or wrong. Of 
course, in the past, when such agreement existed, people were 
no less sinful. But at least they recognized what sin was and that 
what they were doing was wrong, even though they continued to 
do it. Today, however, church leaders struggle to convince even 
church members that sin exists and is offensive to God. Whether 
it is the sin of gossip, slander, dishonesty, materialism, idolatry, 
homosexual activity or pre-marital sex, the moral relativity of 
the age has made any attempt at discipline a thorny issue.

Contemporary biblical scholarship has not always helped. 
Though I appreciate the learnedness of many of the world’s 
great Bible scholars, it cannot be doubted that scholarship which 
does not take the Bible seriously has done much to damage the 
purity of the church. In recent years, a plethora of published 
works have suggested that we need to add our own input and 
bias to the biblical text. This is to counter the ‘culturally biased 
perspective’ of the biblical writers so that we can find a more 
‘relevant’ interpretation for the present age. For example, some 
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scholars say that Paul came from a background where women 
were oppressed and so he added this oppression into his writings. 
We, they say, should therefore note this and remove concepts 
like ‘submission’ from our thinking as we apply his writings to 
today’s church. Likewise, they say, Paul came from a context 
where sexual immorality was shunned (in some circles, at least), 
and he therefore took a strong line on sex outside marriage and 
homosexual activity. We, they continue, need to see this context 
and expunge these prohibitions from any modern reading or 
application of the text.

Such scholarship is frankly unfaithful to the biblical text. 
It is entirely wrong arbitrarily to remove truths from the text 
that we do not like so as to make the Bible more comfortable 
and accommodating. Biblical interpretation is an important 
discipline and must be done well. The starting point must be 
a conviction that the Bible is the infallible and unchanging 
Word of God and that it must be allowed to say what it says, 
however unpalatable it might be. If churches do not take the 
Bible seriously, they will have no objective standard by which 
they can make judgements about the behaviour of individual 
members, especially in a culture where no objective moral 
standards exist.

Western individuaLism

A fourth problem we face in relation to discipline is the extreme 
individualism of Western culture. I have had the privilege of 
travelling to and working in many different countries. One of 
the most striking things I have noted is the extent to which many 
of the cultures I have experienced are corporate in their outlook. 
For example, I grew up in Ethiopia, where private space is 
almost non-existent. Everybody is involved in everyone else’s 
business. If you are driving, all your passengers will feel the need 
to comment on your driving and participate in the experience. 
If you crash your car in the process, you will immediately be 
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surrounded by a crowd of bystanders, all of them strangers, 
who will volunteer advice about what to do next, whether that 
advice was requested or not. Everything is done corporately, 
for, within that culture, there are no individuals.

In the West, the opposite occurs. We believe in autonomous 
man. The responsibility for actions rests with the individual. 
In many ways, this is a very positive thing and can be seen as 
a strength of Western culture; however, there is a downside. 
When it comes to the issue of how we relate to one another, 
words like ‘accountability’ are unpopular because we want to 
be accountable only to ourselves. In church life, this poses an 
obvious problem. When the issue of church discipline arises, 
people are horrified to discover that they have to answer to 
others, especially to the leadership of the church. This goes 
against the grain of everything they feel to be right, and those 
being disciplined can easily become angered at the unwelcome 
intrusion of others into their personal affairs.

democratic vieW of church Life

This leads us to the fifth problem, which is the way in which 
our individualistic culture views the role of leadership. As 
I have already mentioned, I grew up in Ethiopia. For the first 
eight years of my life, that involved living under the authority 
of the emperor Haile Selasse. Then the communists took over 
and I experienced the rather harsher existence of life under a 
totalitarian Marxist regime. In both cases, authority was not to 
be questioned. A free press did not exist and orders were neither 
reinterpreted nor watered down. I now have the privilege of 
living in the comfortable surroundings of a liberal democracy. 
Here, the lampooning of politicians and objecting to their 
policies is part of everyday life. The free press also ravages those 
in public life of whom it disapproves; consequently, leadership 
becomes a very tough job indeed. It is not a right, but a dubious 
privilege.
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Churches living in this setting face a significant challenge. 
Church leaders often struggle to maintain order within their 
churches because they are not viewed with the respect they 
deserve. It is not uncommon to find a church where the leadership 
is often criticized, even publicly, and where the pastor is no more 
than a moving target. In such contexts, the power lies not with 
the leaders but with those who want to take potshots at them. 
The leader must be above reproach, so he is unable to behave 
in the same way as his opponents; indeed, he is often unable to 
defend himself. From this vulnerable position, it is very difficult 
to carry out any effective form of church discipline.

Why should we use discipline in the church?
If one thing is clear so far, it is that church discipline is tough. 
Maintaining any form of discipline in the church will take both 
courage and determination. Church leaders will truly have their 
work cut out for them if they decide that, in some way, church 
members must be held accountable for their actions. Given this, 
questions must surely be asked as to why we should bother with 
church discipline at all.

the honour of God

The first reason why maintaining church discipline is so 
important is that we need to have a concern for the honour of 
God. In 1 Samuel 17, the young shepherd boy David was sent 
by his father to check on the welfare of his brothers, who were 
recruits in the Israelite army. As he arrived at the battlefield, he 
was stunned by what he saw. The Israelites and the Philistines 
were lined up on either side of the battlefield. The giant Goliath 
was challenging any individual in the Israelite army to fight him 
in a representative battle, but none was willing. His huge stature 
and warlike appearance were more than their courage could 
confront. Saul had raised the stakes by offering the reward of 
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tax exemption as well as his daughter’s hand in marriage, but 
there were still no takers.

Despite his youth, David was not intimidated by Goliath. But 
what did concern him was the cowardice of God’s people. He 
described the situation as a ‘disgrace’: ‘What will be done for 
the man who kills this Philistine and removes this disgrace from 
Israel? Who is this uncircumcised Philistine that he should defy 
the armies of the living God?’ (v. 26). For David, however, the 
issue was not that this situation made the men of Israel appear 
cowardly, but that it reflected badly on God. For Goliath to 
impose himself as he did was a direct challenge to the ‘living 
God’ whose armies he threatened. David was concerned for 
God’s honour, which was being compromised by the behaviour 
of his people.

This concept can also be seen in the New Testament, where 
Paul urges believers to ‘conduct yourselves in a manner worthy 
of the gospel of Christ’ (Phil. 1:27). The sacrifice of Christ 
compels us to live in such a way as to demonstrate the power and 
glory of the gospel. Ultimately, our lives will have a bearing on 
the credibility of the Christian faith. As Jesus said in Matthew 
5:16, ‘let your light shine before men, that they may see your 
good deeds and praise your Father in heaven’; we are to live in 
such a way that people recognize God’s hand in our lives and 
praise him for what he is doing in us.

Our concern for God’s honour should be the primary 
motivation for having a disciplined church. The church belongs 
to God, not to any individual or group of individuals. We are the 
bride of Christ (2 Cor. 11:2; Rev. 19:7; 21:2), and when we live 
lives that are unholy and inappropriate, we dishonour God. The 
church is a billboard declaring the glory of God. If the message 
being communicated does not reflect something of the glory and 
majesty of God, his honour is at stake.
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the reputation of the church

Closely linked to the honour of God is the reputation of the 
actual church. The church needs to have credibility for its own 
sake. If it has no credibility, it will not be an attractive witness 
to a needy world. No one will be persuaded by the church’s 
proclamation of the gospel if those who comprise its membership 
do not demonstrate the power of the gospel in their own lives. 
The church is also a voice in society, providing a conscience and 
correcting injustice. But if the church loses its moral authority 
because of the behaviour of some of its members, its voice will 
be muffled and its impact minimized.

I recently attended a conference in one of the oldest and most 
Catholic cities in North America. As I walked around the city, I was 
impressed by the sheer number of Catholic churches, monasteries, 
convents, schools, colleges and even a Catholic university. I said 
to my guide, ‘The Catholic church must be one of the must potent 
forces for good in the city.’ She responded rather melancholically 
by saying that the impact of the church had been greatly reduced 
in recent years because of allegations of priests involved in child 
abuse. These were not dealt with properly and consequently the 
church lost any credibility in the eyes of the community. A church 
with no credibility cannot function properly; its potential and 
attractiveness are simply lost.

the heaLth of the body

Another reason for good discipline in the church is the health 
of the body. One of the most powerful images in the New 
Testament is that of the church as a body (1 Cor. 12). We are not 
just a collection of individuals thrown together for some kind of 
religious experience; rather, we are an organic unity. Through 
the blood of Christ and the unifying power of the Holy Spirit 
we find oneness. We are able to feed off one another, to benefit 
from the mutual encouragement that being together brings.

Of course, the opposite is also true. Although we can have 
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a beneficial effect on one another, if one member of the body 
is spiritually sick, he or she can also cause great damage to 
the rest of the body. In 1 Corinthians 12:26 Paul says, ‘If one 
part suffers, every part suffers with it.’ This can be applied in 
a number of ways. Certainly, there should be such a quality of 
relationships within the church that, if one member is suffering 
in some way, the other members should have such empathy that 
they feel the pain of their fellow brother or sister. But, equally, 
we are so closely knit together that we actually have an impact 
on one another, whether for good or ill. For the sake of the wider 
church, therefore, discipline must at times be applied so that the 
‘body life’ of the church remains healthy.

In a church near where I live, the elders had to ban a young 
woman from the services because her actions and influence were 
so pernicious that she was having a hugely detrimental impact on 
all with whom she came into contact. Though rare, sometimes 
such strong measures are required to keep the body healthy.

the unity of the spirit

Another reason that necessitates the application of discipline is 
the unity of the Spirit. Paul is clear in Ephesians that we are 
joined by the Spirit, who makes us one: ‘Make every effort to 
keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is 
one body and one Spirit—just as you were called to one hope 
when you were called—one Lord, one faith, one baptism’ 
(Eph. 4:3–5). In any family, however, there can be issues that 
bring stress to relationships. In my experience, few things cause 
more disunity than when one member of the church is living 
a lifestyle that is obviously wrong. The divisiveness comes 
from various angles. To begin with, the individual concerned 
will be spiritually hampered by the sin and will therefore not 
be enjoying a close walk with Jesus Christ. This makes that 
person less able to engage meaningfully and lovingly with fellow 
Christians. Secondly, that person’s lifestyle will inevitably 

Discipline.indd   15 20/08/2008   14:46:42



16

Discipline with care

17

lead to gossip within the church which is, by its very nature, 
destructive. Thirdly, once the devil gets a foothold in the door 
of the church, he will exploit this gap to the maximum by doing 
as much damage to the individual and the church as possible. He 
will drive a wedge between the fallen church member and the 
rest of the body, thus causing feelings of isolation and rejection. 
Clearly, any sense of unity which the church members feel will 
be under threat if the situation continues.

the spirituaL Life of the individuaL

While thinking of the damage that can be caused to a church 
if discipline is not applied, we also need to think about the 
damage that is done to the individual. At the heart of any sinful 
situation is an individual who is struggling in his or her walk 
with Christ. Those of us who are parents can understand the 
situation well. When our children do wrong, we recognize the 
need to discipline them. We do not punish them to cause harm; 
rather, it is because we love them and we want the best for them. 
We want them to live fruitful and successful lives. Likewise, we 
need to apply discipline in the life of the church because the sin of 
any individual affects that individual first of all. The application 
of discipline is to enable him or her to come back to a close 
relationship with Christ and to continue in the Christian life. It 
is, therefore, a real act of love.

the Witness to the spirituaL reaLm

A final reason for applying discipline in the life of the church is 
because of the great crowd of witnesses who watch the church 
live out its existence. It is difficult to read the New Testament 
without becoming aware of the presence in the world of spiritual 
forces both good and bad (Eph. 6:12). We do not exist within a 
purely physical realm; angels and demons, messengers of God 
and demonic powers inhabit our realm and interact with us. 
There are also many hints in the Bible that these spiritual forces 
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are keen observers of human life. They see what we do and react 
to it (Job 1:9–11; 1 Peter 1:12).

These spiritual forces are alert to the failings of Christians. 
The demons tempt Christians to sin and gloat when they fall. 
The angels, on the other hand, are sent to protect believers and 
rejoice when they experience personal victories in their lives. 
In each case, these opposing powers have a vested interest in 
what goes on. It is at this point that church discipline becomes 
important. When churches become complacent about sin, the 
forces of hell celebrate; but when churches take seriously their 
responsibility to live for Christ, the angels rejoice and heaven 
rings with the glory of God. The spirit forces are therefore also 
affected by the use or absence of church discipline. 

a new conceptual framework for discipline
Having stated the importance of church discipline, we need 
to recognize that, given our present culture, discipline will be 
a difficult thing to maintain. Perhaps one way forward is to 
understand where the church fits into culture and then find ways 
of marrying the demands of the Bible with the reality of culture.

Firstly, then, we need to reflect on the role of the church 
within a culture. In doing so, we must recognize that there are 
two extremes that we need to avoid. The first is that of cultural 
submersion. By this we mean that a church could be so slavishly 
trying to adhere to its culture that it allows the demands of 
culture to dictate how the church should operate. A church might 
do this for perfectly good motives. For example, the members 
of a church could be so motivated to reach people within 
their community that they strive for ever-greater relevance, 
going the extra mile to make the church attractive. This desire 
is certainly good. However, we should question whether a 
church should model itself on the prevailing culture rather 
than on the Bible. Jesus was radical precisely because he was 
not a slave to culture. There is a real sense in which the church 
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should be countercultural and therefore not just submerge itself 
culturally.

The second extreme could be termed cultural aversion. By 
this we mean that a church could be so distinct and different 
as to be utterly irrelevant to society. Again, this problem can 
occur out of a pure motive. The Bible tells us that we are not to 
‘love the world’ (1 John 2:15). A church may be so determined 
not to love the world that it utterly rejects anything that is not 
overtly Christian. In their appropriate enthusiasm for holiness, 
however, the members develop a myriad of rules that enable 
them, as far as they can judge, to live a life so stringent that they 
are simply not able to be anything other than holy. The trouble 
is that the Bible has fewer rules than they imagine and it does 
not cover every contingency in a neatly packaged way. Their 
rule book must therefore, of necessity, be man-made rather 
than divinely inspired. This has the effect of isolating them from 
society at large as well as from anyone who does not match up 
to their rather artificial standards. A church like this might, in 
theory, be disciplined, but it will not have an environment where 
genuine spiritual development can take place.

The middle road between these extremes is countercultural 
integration. This is when a church sees the Bible, and not culture, 
as the source of authority, yet recognizes that spirituality needs 
to be incarnated within a cultural setting so that church practice 
takes account of culture. This balance is, of course, difficult to 
maintain, and in reality churches learn to operate like this on a 
trial-and-error basis. It is not a neatly packaged way of doing 
church. However, it is a model that is biblically faithful and at 
the same time allows for the fact that we live in an imperfect, 
fallen world.

If this is the model we wish to follow, when it comes to the 
issue of church discipline we need to learn to use language and 
modes of expression that can be culturally understood and 
appreciated. We need to picture church discipline in positive 
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as well as negative terms. Both are important and biblical, and 
the barriers that have already been identified will be weakened 
if the picture we paint of discipline is one that does not just 
contain censure. Two contemporary pictures that can be readily 
identified with and appreciated within our culture are those of a 
disciplined athlete and a life coach.

athLete

Few in our sports-mad society will not be able to identify, in 
some small way at least, with an athlete or sportsman or woman. 
It is hard to watch television or listen to the radio without 
hearing some mention of football, athletics, boxing, rugby or 
other sport. The athletes involved in sport are ‘A-list’ celebrities 
and are greatly admired. No one would be naive enough to 
suppose that these athletes achieved what they did by being 
couch potatoes! On the contrary, in their quest for excellence 
they have made great sacrifices, worked hard and led highly 
disciplined lives so that they could achieve their goals. However 
we might complain about the money sports stars earn, no one 
can fail to admire their commitment.

The issue of discipline can fruitfully be conveyed in these 
terms. Discipline is not just about ‘telling people off’ for their bad 
behaviour; rather, we want people to excel, to drive themselves 
towards excellence. The church should motivate people to live 
in such a way that they are heading towards the finishing line 
and the prize that lies ahead (Phil. 3:12–14). We can harness 
the individualism of our culture as we encourage people to take 
responsibility for their actions.

Life coach

A second picture that we can emphasize is that of a life coach. 
People within our society are increasingly looking for meaning 
and purpose in their lives. They want to rise above the mundane 
and live lives that count for something. Life coaches exist for 
just this purpose. One life-coaching website I found stated that 
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‘life coaching aims to help you achieve clarity and confidence to 
work through issues that are holding you back from enjoying a 
challenging and harmonious life’. I can think of few better ways 
of describing what church discipline is all about.

Church discipline does not exist so that leaders of churches can 
frustrate their members or make them feel totally inadequate. 
Rather, church leaders should picture themselves as life coaches 
enabling church members to see clearly the most exciting and 
fulfilling way of living, which involves living according to God’s 
master plan. Discipline will involve working through issues 
that are holding Christians back from enjoying a challenging 
and harmonious Christian life. We can harness the desire for 
fulfilment and purpose which is very real within our society to 
enable people within the church to live dynamic and vibrant 
lives.

These two pictures enable us to communicate the issue of 
church discipline in a positive and culturally relevant way, while 
at the same time conveying biblical truth. Paul himself used the 
analogy of an athlete as he talked about Christian living (Phil. 
3:12–14; 2 Tim. 2:5). Likewise, Jesus stated that the best way 
to save our lives is to lose them (Mark 8:35; Matt. 16:24–26), 
thus challenging us to find real life as a daily reality. If we 
communicate the positives of church discipline, it will help us to 
make it a reality in the life of our churches.
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