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CHURCH DISCIPLINE  
By:  Bro. Jerry D. Gumm 

      Pastor,  Richmond Road Baptist Church 
      Lexington,  Kentucky  
 
 

“Discipline,” the very word, too many, seems ominous, at least restrictive. But really it is 
vital in every facet of life. Without it individuals soon destroy themselves or at best accomplish 
very little. Groups and even nations deteriorate; armies fall apart and are easily defeated. With it the 
average person can accomplish unheard of tasks, small nations and armies become great. Most all 
of us know Helen Keller and her fantastic accomplishments. We remember the “6” day war Israel 
won against tremendous odds.  

Gibbons declares in his Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, that in the last days of 
Rome, the Roman armies were affected so by the laxity of the day that they refused to wear their 
armor. 

 “The enervated (weakened moral strength) soldiers abandoned their own and the 
public defense; and their pusillanimous (cowardly) indolence may be considered as the 
immediate cause of the downfall of the Empire.” 

More is said about the relaxation of discipline in Volume II, page 591. Even sociology 
recognizes that discipline is necessary. Now let us consider discipline as it relates to the Church. 
We will consider it under four basic headings: 

I. Purpose,         II. Form,          III. Authority,         IV. Historicity 

 

I.  PURPOSE 
 

Certainly we should have a reason for doing everything we do. This should concern us all, and 
especially is this true when something is controversial. The majority of people today strongly 
object to the practice of Church Discipline. Many are undoubtedly sincere and many others are just 
rebellious. Regardless, if it’s right it should be done, and if it is not, the practice should be 
discarded.  

1.     God’s Word commands it. We really have no choice in it (2 Thessalonians 
3:6; I Corinthians 5:4-13).  
 
2.     Christ commends it (Revelation 2:2-3). Christ also rebuked the Churches of 
Pergamos and Thyatira for not practicing it.  
 
3.     The effect demands it. Paul says (II Corinthians 5:6) we ought to know 
that sin influences for the bad and not for the good and unjudged, unrestrained sin 
will spread just like leaven (a constant type of sin in Scripture).  
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4.     The symbolism of the Lord’s Supper demands it (I Corinthians 5:8). 
To permit open sin in a congregation is to pervert the picture and brings dishonor 
upon Christ. A church that will not discipline its members should not observe the 
Lord’s Supper. So for the glory of God, discipline should be practiced and for the 
good of the Church.  
 
5.     Love for the offender demands it. The principle is taught in Proverbs 
13:24. The accusation is leveled against those that discipline their members, that 
they don’t love them. The Bible teaches that the opposite is true. You must love 
someone to take that much interest in them and also to jeopardize your own 
standing with them. In I Corinthians 12, Paul describes the individual members as 
the parts of the body. There is a real closeness suggested in verse 26. 
 

We could hardly ignore a sick member, something must be done. Which leads to the next point: 
  

II. THE FORM 
 

Certainly the beginning is self-discipline. If more of this were practiced by all of us, far less of 
the more extreme type of discipline would be necessary. This pretty well describes the Christian 
life. Self-discipline through the power and influence of the Holy Spirit taught by the Word.  

1. Instructive Discipline. This of course is brought about through the ministry of the church. 
The Pastor is to take the lead in this. He is said to be the pastor-teacher (Ephesians 4:11). If 
more pastors would tend to their business of feeding, instructing, teaching, rebuking, warning 
and reproving their congregations, God would bless the churches much more.  It is the pastor’s 
duty to fill the pulpit and not the pews (Acts 20:28), and not with a watered down pseudo-
evangelistic message three times a week, but with faithful systematic expositions of the Word 
of God  (“All the counsel of God”). Also the faithful church members are to assist in the 
instruction of the truth by their words and deeds (Acts 18:26; Romans 15:14).  

 
2. Restorative Discipline. Because of the sin nature in all of us, this is necessary in all 

congregations.  According to Galatians 6:1, when a member is overtaken in a fault, the spiritual 
ones of the church should, through compassionate counseling, restore such a one.  Notice that 
this is not exclusively pastoral work.  Often God will use this and the one overtaken will be 
won. But if this is not the case, there is a further more drastic step.  

 
3. Excisive Discipline. This is where the offender is declared to be disfellowshipped from the 

congregation, before the congregation, by the congregation. Pastors, deacon boards, 
committees, etc., do not have any authority to exclude members.  To practice such things in a 
Baptist church is nothing less than Embryonic Papalism!  Paul says in I Corinthians 5:4:  
“When ye are gathered together.” This is not ‘kicking them out’; nor is it mean and cruel, not 
is it unconcern. To the contrary it is an extreme act of discipline that should and does show love 
to God and the disciplined one. Some have a wrong attitude certainly, but does that justify not 
doing it? Those who make such charges show a complete lack of understanding of the 
Scriptures and seem to despise the Church of God.  
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4. Kinds of Offences. There are three basic classes of offences in the New Testament:  
 

Private — An example of this in Matthew 18:15-17 where two members cannot get a 
difference settled. The order of events is as follows:   The two settle it, if not—take two or three 
others, if not—tell it to the church, if not—then the church is to take action and exclude the 
guilty party. Pastors should not let these situations exist for long periods as many do. They are 
extremely destructive to the whole church. 

 
Moral — These are sins of gross misconduct that are committed outwardly and seen by others. 
This day and age has seen a flood of these problems because of the general falling away by 
society and consequently church members, especially the weak, are adversely affected. 

The list of sins are as follows: Fornication (includes all manner of sexual 
filthiness: adultery, homosexuality, etc.), covetousness, idolatry (religious 
heresies), railing, drunkenness (no doubt drug abuse should be included here 
because of the mind changing similarities), extortion (bad checks and debts 
probably should be considered here).  
 

I would like to admonish all pastors that we have no right to conceal and cover up these offenses. I 
agree that it is very distasteful to have to deal with these things but that is what God called you to 
do as pastor, to lead the flock in practice of the truth (I Corinthians 5:11). 

 
Doctrinal — I Timothy 1:18-20; II Timothy 2:17-18; I Timothy 6:3-5; Titus 3:10; Romans 
16:17.  Baptist churches need to beware of the leaven of false doctrine (I Corinthians 15:33), 
and its influence on all of us. I personally believe that in Revelation 2:18-29 the Church at 
Thyatira has the embryo, or beginnings, of the Great Whore seen in Revelation 17-18. Of 
course, it’s obvious that this is the Roman Catholic Church and all of her illegitimate daughters. 
It is true that great oaks come from small acorns. Discipline is a far more serious matter than 
most have the courage to face.  

Generally, all offences fall into one of these three categories. Many ridicule the disciplining 
of members for ‘just’ non-attendance. I personally believe that non-attenders are as guilty of 
grievous sin as the others listed. Scripture? I refer you to Hebrews 10:23-31. If preachers would 
teach verse 25 in context we might begin to see the seriousness of regular assembly. These are not 
lost people but plainly saved folk. They have received the knowledge of the truth. They have 
trampled on the Son of God. They have insulted the Spirit of Grace. They have been sanctified by 
the blood of Christ. They are children of God to be judged as His people. The punishment alluded 
to in verse 28 is corporeal, not spiritual. The non-attender, therefore, defies God’s commandment 
and walks disorderly, despises the Church of God, becomes a covenant breaker, a God-robber and 
probably other things that do not appear on the surface. Therefore, he is worthy to be disciplined. 
Believe me that no church can be built of this type of material. We should be careful how we build.  
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Now let us look at Church Discipline from the standpoint of:  

 

III. AUTHORITY 
 
Many object and say that a church has no right to excise members.  

1. When God commanded it, He also authorized it. Churches must not be vindictive, 
arbitrary, or unkind in this work, but it still must be done. In Proverbs 16:6 we are reminded to 
deal in mercy as well as truth.  

2. Verbally stated, authority is found in Matthew18:18. The context is absolutely 
with reference to Church Discipline. J.A. Broaddus in his commentary says: 

 
“Whatever Christ’s people, assembled in their organized congregations or 
church may decide, as ratified in Heaven, i.e., by God—unless of course, the 
decision be in itself wrong. The point is that the church has God’s authority to 
decide. The reference here is especially to the settlement of a difficulty between 
brethren, but the statement is a general one.”  

 
3. The church has authority; therefore all other churches should honor that 

decision:   a. So as not to oppose God’s authority.   b. So as not to side in with sin (a 
disciplined person is in sin).   c. So as not to obstruct the methods of God in bringing a 
backslidden Christian to repentance.   d. So as not to destroy good fellowship between true 
churches.   e. So as not to fill their own churches with leaven and so corrupt them. We are to be 
careful how we build (I Corinthians 3:10). 

 
We should not catch the ‘success’ virus and get numbers happy and try to build at any cost.  

Now, lest anyone think that I have originated this teaching, let’s look at the:  
 

IV. HISTORICITY 
 

Discipline has been practiced by Baptists of all ages from John to the present. Of course our 
primary historical proof and only authoritative source is:  

1. The command of Scripture. That it is commanded can hardly be successfully denied.  
 
2. The practice of the New Testament times reveals that the sound churches continued 

the practice and that those who would not respect the discipline of other churches were not 
considered to be walking in the Truth.  

 
Sound Baptist brethren are proud of their heritage even through the line of the Novationist 

brethren of the third century A.D. These folk were strong believers in church ‘purity’ (the first real 
Puritans). Around A.D. 250 the first great division among churches arose over the very teaching of 
CHURCH DISCIPLINE. This can be validated by a very casual check in Baptist history. John Gill, 
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the beloved Baptist commentator of 18th century England, says in his Body of Divinity, page 894, 
article 2 and 3, that churches who received disciplined members of other churches are being 
uncharitable, covenant breakers and breakers up of churches. James Leo Garrett (Southern Baptist) 
in a book, Baptist Church Discipline, 1962, Broadman Press, admonishes Southern Baptists on 
page 2, first paragraph: 

 
“Yet, in the practice of an ordered disciplined, congregation life, Southern Baptists 
are providing neither leadership nor example.”  

 
Beloved, in our dear State in times past most all of the churches kept a clean membership and 

it was considered terrible to be a disciplined member of a church, and it indeed still is. May God 
give us the wisdom and love for His Word and His Church to begin teaching and practicing Church 
Discipline. Let us also resolve to assist our sister churches by not interfering with the practice of 
their discipline by receiving disciplined members of other churches into 
our churches without having them restored to fellowship first in their churches. God will richly 
bless us for it. I will close with this quote from Fifty Years Among the Baptists by David Benedict, 
published in 1860. Page 400 says: 

“For our own churches to receive members who have been excommunicated from 
sister communities, while remaining as such, has been considered hitherto 
contrary to Baptist usage.”   
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