PRUNE TO BE MORE FRUITFUL

A study on Church Discipline

Rolan Monje & Chakchai Suwanakoot

I am the true vine, and My Father is the vinedresser. Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit, He takes away; and every branch that bears fruit, He prunes it so that it may bear more fruit. 

You are already clean because of the word which I have spoken to you. Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself unless it abides in the vine, so neither can you unless you abide in Me. 
– Jn 15.1-4 NASB 
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PRECIS OF CHURCH DISCIPLINE
1. Action of God as a father

Deuteronomy 8:5 "Know then in your heart that as a man disciplines his son, so the LORD your God disciplines you."  The Hebrew word translated "discipline" means "to chasten; to instruct." It is a correction which results in education.

Hebrews 12:10 "Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness."

Revelation 3:19 "Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest and repent."
The Greek word translated "discipline" means "to educate, to instruct, to correct by discipline; to develop (as from childhood to adulthood)." The usage ranges from teaching to scourging.

2. Action of the church as a family

1 Thessalonians 5:12, 14 "Now we ask you, brothers, to respect those who work hard among you, who are over you in the Lord and who admonish you ... And we urge you, brothers, warn those who are idle..." 
The same Greek word appears twice in this passage ... once translated "admonish" and once translated "warn".

1 Timothy 5:20 "Those who sin are to be rebuked publicly, so that the others may take warning."

Titus 2:15 "These, then, are the things you should teach. Encourage and rebuke with all authority."  The Greek word translated "rebuke" means also 'to bring to light, to expose, convict, or to set forth." 

Purpose of Church Discipline
 

1. To glorify God by obedience to his instructions.  
Jn 14:21 “Whoever has my commands and obeys them, he is the one who loves me. He who loves me will be loved by my Father, and I too will love him and show myself to him”  
Jn 14:23 Jesus replied, “If anyone loves me, he will obey my teaching. My Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him.” 


2. To bring repentance to the sinner.  

Matthew 18:15, 1 Corinthians 5:5, Galatians 6:1.  

Galatians 6:1 “If a man is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness, each one looking to yourself lest you too be tempted.” (cf. 2 Co 2:5-8)  

2 Timothy 2:25 “Correct with gentleness that God may grant repentance.”

3. To maintain the purity of the Church in her worship.  
1 Co 5:6-7 “Your boasting is not good. Don’t you know that a little yeast works through the whole batch of dough? Get rid of the old yeast that you may be a new batch without yeast—as you really are. For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed.”
 

4. To deter others from sin.  
Acts 5:11  “Great fear seized the whole church and all who heard about these events.” 

1 Timothy 5:20 (referring to discipline among elders) “those who continue in sin rebuke in the presence of all, so that the rest may also be fearful of sinning.”

 

5. To prevent giving cause for God to set himself against the local church.  
Revelation 2:14-25 tells us how sin within the local fellowship in Pergamum and Thyatira resulted in God dealing with them directly.

PRECAUTION OF CHURCH DISCIPLINE
1. We cannot claim infallible wisdom
God alone can judge the inner person. What is inwardly evil, God will judge; what is outwardly evil, the church should judge (1 Cor. 5:12).
If we don’t rely on God’s wisdom, church discipline may become a “witch hunt,” a venue for people to get even, or an investigation of rumors.  
2. We cannot be tentative or tolerant

Although we cannot be fully aware of all the sides of an issue, nor be able to judge impeccably; we should not hold back in adjudicating on and implementing God’s standards.  (See purposes of church discipline above)
John Leadley Dagg, the author of a well-known and influential church manual of the nineteenth century, noted, "It has been remarked, that when discipline leaves a church, Christ goes with it.

PRACTICE OF CHURCH DISCIPLINE 

Two kinds

1. Formative (also called preventive or constructive)


Associated with teaching and preaching


Emphasizes training of mind and heart


Includes philosophy in receiving members


Focused on motivating, reminding, and ‘re-converting’

2. Corrective (also called excisive discipline)


Associated with reprimand and strong disapproval


Recognizes different kinds and levels of sin


Not to be administered for every infraction or transgression

Terminology

Admonition is kindly reproving an offender, warning him of his guilt and danger, and exhorting him to refrain from such conduct in the future. 

Rebuke is a reprimand, a strong, authoritative expression of disapproval. 
Shunning is the purposeful avoidance of a member for the sake of protecting others in the church.   This action is to be passed only for obstinate persistence in grave offenses.
PARADIGMS OF CHURCH DISCIPLINE

Matt 18:15-20

MT 18:15 “ If your brother sins, go and show him his fault in private; if he listens to you, you have won your brother. 16 “But if he does not listen to you, take one or two more with you, so that BY THE MOUTH OF TWO OR THREE WITNESSES EVERY FACT MAY BE CONFIRMED. 17 “If he refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector. 18 “Truly I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall have been bound in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven. 


MT 18:19 “Again I say to you, that if two of you agree on earth about anything that they may ask, it shall be done for them by My Father who is in heaven. 20 “For where two or three have gathered together in My name, I am there in their midst.” 

Here Matthew’s gospel records Jesus’ direction for dealing with offenses. Since all sin damages, the Christian should not be indifferent to a brother’s sin.  To win back the brother there must be confrontation, first in private and if needed, in public.  Note that the emphasis here is sin that causes relational stress.
A. Four Ingredients

Simple humility (18:1-6)

Frank honesty (18:15-17)

Unity in purpose (18:19-20)

A forgiving spirit (18:21-35)

B.  Four Steps 
Private confrontation v.15


Suggestions:


Pray extensively

Arrange a meeting discretely


Say that you are concerned about their spiritual welfare


Say that you want to know about the matter


Confront the sin, with the goal of reconciliation (If he listens, you’ve won him)

Assure the person that you care for them 
Witnesses v.16


Suggestions:


Gather one or two others who will bear testimony


Safeguard should the confrontation go the next level


Reprove him before these witnesses

Witnesses are expected to be involved in restoring the brother 

Tell the church v.17


Suggestions:


Should be seen within the context of church leadership


Church (ekklhsia) not necessarily the entire assembled body 

Ideally a decision with details determined by elders


Give general description of sin; call for prayer 

General principle is: the repentance ought to be as public as the sin is notorious. That is, publicly known sins are to be repented of publicly.
Impose separation v.17


Suggestions:

Must be seen primarily as a plural decision

Not necessarily the next step after three warnings

Serious announcement with possible extra direction

Follow up talk with those involved

Give people time to ‘mourn’

Luke 17:3-5 NASB
Lk 17:3 “ Be on your guard! If your brother sins, rebuke him; and if he repents, forgive him. 4 “And if he sins against you seven times a day, and returns to you seven times, saying, ‘I repent,’ forgive him.” 


LK 17:5 The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!”
In Luke 17, Jesus uttered stern warnings to people who caused others to sin. At the same time he insisted that faith be practiced. One noted area is in forgiveness.

General observations:
1. Luke stresses the overwhelming need for forgiveness.

2. This need is correctly understood by the apostles, who then realize that their faith is not enough to meet the challenge.

3.  Note the contrast: Luke 17 deals primarily with a repentant person, while Matthew 18 an unrepentant person.

1 Corinthians 5:1-13 NASB

1CO 5:1 It is actually reported that there is immorality among you, and immorality of such a kind as does not exist even among the Gentiles, that someone has his father’s wife. 2 You have become arrogant and have not mourned instead, so that the one who had done this deed would be removed from your midst. 


1CO 5:3 For I, on my part, though absent in body but present in spirit, have already judged him who has so committed this, as though I were present. 4 In the name of our Lord Jesus, when you are assembled, and I with you in spirit, with the power of our Lord Jesus, 5 I have decided to deliver such a one to Satan for the destruction of his flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus. 


1CO 5:6 Your boasting is not good. Do you not know that a little leaven leavens the whole lump of dough? 7 Clean out the old leaven so that you may be a new lump, just as you are in fact unleavened. For Christ our Passover also has been sacrificed. 8 Therefore let us celebrate the feast, not with old leaven, nor with the leaven of malice and wickedness, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth. 


1CO 5:9 I wrote you in my letter not to associate with immoral people; 10 I did not at all mean with the immoral people of this world, or with the covetous and swindlers, or with idolaters, for then you would have to go out of the world. 11 But actually, I wrote to you not to associate with any so-called brother if he is an immoral person, or covetous, or an idolater, or a reviler, or a drunkard, or a swindler—not even to eat with such a one. 12 For what have I to do with judging outsiders? Do you not judge those who are within the church? 13 But those who are outside, God judges. REMOVE THE WICKED MAN FROM AMONG YOURSELVES
The Corinth church was beset with worldly tendencies.  Yet even within the licentious culture of the Greeks, to have ‘your father’s wife’ was taboo.  Incest was also strictly forbidden in Levitical law (Lev 18:8 and Dt 22:30; Dt 27:20).  Paul calls for the removal of the offender from the fellowship, insisting that the purity of the church is of the utmost importance.
A. Good intentions 

for the good of the offender (5:1-5)

for the good of the congregation (5:6-8), 

for the good of the surrounding unsaved society (5:9-13). 

B. General observations
1. A church should be expected to discipline offending members (1 Cor 5:2,5).

2. Ultimate discipline is not to be decided by one person, but by the whole church (1 Corinthians 5:45a).

3. The purpose of discipline is not penal, but the restoration of the offender (1 Cor. 5:5b).  A repentant brother or sister should in turn be forgiven and treated with affection (See 2 Cor. 2:8 on the forgiveness, comfort and and love bestowed on the sinner).
Galatians 6:1-2


GAL 6:1 Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness; each one looking to yourself, so that you too will not be tempted. 2 Bear one another’s burdens, and thereby fulfill the law of Christ.
Paul has just finished contrasting the works of the sinful nature and the fruit of the Spirit, maintaining that Christians must live Spirit-led lives. Naturally, one should seek to manifest love, joy, peace, patience, and the other virtues.  Here therefore, he gives the proper course of action for restoring Christians, in view of the greater goal of fulfilling Christ’s law.
General observations:
1. Christians are expected to restore members who are in sin. The Greek verb (possibly a medical term used for setting a fractured bone) denotes care in ‘straightening out’ a person’s life.
2. The work of restoration must be done by those who are "spiritual.”  This is a higher calling for those in Galatia who wished to be commended as spiritual.



Titus 3:8-11 NASB
TIT 3:8 This is a trustworthy statement; and concerning these things I want you to speak confidently, so that those who have believed God will be careful to engage in good deeds. These things are good and profitable for men. 9 But avoid foolish controversies and genealogies and strife and disputes about the Law, for they are unprofitable and worthless. 10 Reject a factious man after a first and second warning, 11 knowing that such a man is perverted and is sinning, being self-condemned.
Paul emphasizes the pursuit of what is ‘good.’  In the same breath, he gives guidelines for dealing with a divisive individual.  Such persons, Paul claims, stand self-condemned. 

General observations:
1. This passage gives direction on dealing with a factious (or divisive,fr Gk hairetikos) member.  There is a tone of seriousness here.  This is not about simple differences in opinion.
2. The directive is given to Titus, presumably the figure of authority for the church concerned.  We should be careful not to apply this in small group contexts, say the Bible Talk setting.
3. The steps taken seem to span a shorter amount of time, as compared with Matthew 18, due to the gravity of the sin of divisiveness.
1 Tim 5:17-21 NASB

1TI 5:17 The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of double honor, especially those who work hard at preaching and teaching. 18 For the Scripture says, “YOU SHALL NOT MUZZLE THE OX WHILE HE IS THRESHING,” and “ The laborer is worthy of his wages.” 19 Do not receive an accusation against an elder except on the basis of two or three witnesses. 20 Those who continue in sin, rebuke in the presence of all, so that the rest also will be fearful of sinning. 21 I solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus and of His chosen angels, to maintain these principles without bias, doing nothing in a spirit of partiality.
This passage deals specifically with top-level leadership.  Paul teaches that elders should receive their due and be protected from hearsay.  At the same time, continued (or flagrant) sinning warrants harder censure in the presence of other elders/leaders.
General observations:

1. The privilege of leadership brings with it godly expectations.
2. Timothy was not to show any form of favoritism.

3. Evangelists are called upon in certain times to be involved in the discipline of elders. 
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