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 Local church discipline is a scriptural imperative that is often misunderstood with 
regard to its purpose and practice. A common mistake brethren make is to equate 
discipline with withdrawing fellowship from unrepentant, erring Christians. While 
withdrawing fellowship is a part of discipline, it is not the only part, nor is it the largest 
part.  
 Discipline is defined as: "2. training that develops self-control, character, or 
orderliness and efficiency; 5. treatment that corrects or punishes" (Webster's New World 
Dictionary, Simon & Shuster, 1986, p 401). In secular speech, discipline is used to 
connote training more often than punishment. This parallels the New Testament pattern 
for discipline in the local church. Perhaps the reason withdrawing fellowship has 
become ineffective or disastrous in some congregations is because it is the only aspect 
of discipline being practiced in those places. 
 If discipline is "training that develops self-control, character, or orderliness and 
efficiency," then the first step in its practice is to teach the will of God to the whole 
congregation. Jesus ordered His apostles to continue to teach new converts all things 
He had commanded them (Mat. 28:20). Paul told the Ephesian elders that he had 
faithfully discharged the duty given him by Christ to declare the whole counsel of God 
(Acts 20:20-27). Most Christians respond to this kind of discipline. 
 In addition, Christians need to review first principles to refresh their memories 
and restore their zeal. Peter and Paul wrote epistles to remind the disciples of those 
truths they had already embraced (2Pet. 1:12-13; 1Cor. 15:1-2). Such a refresher 
course would re-train them in what they already knew and practiced. These two steps 
can be described as instructive discipline. 
 Occasionally, corrective teaching becomes necessary when disciples begin to 
display a weakening in morals, doctrine, or devotion. Reproof can be publicly expressed 
for a large group (Gal. 1:6, 3:1), or it can be given privately to an individual (Acts 8:20). 
This form of discipline is designed to awaken Christians to their own spiritual drift. 
 Should corrective teaching fail, discipline takes the form of direct rebuke. If the 
unrepentant brother has sinned against a single person, then the Lord's pattern in 
Matthew 18:15-17 is to be used when rebuking him. If his sin is public and widely 
known, then he is to be rebuked publicly (1Tim. 5:20). These two stages could be called 
corrective discipline. 
 If instructive and corrective discipline does not move the erring one to repent, he 
stands in need of punitive discipline. In other words, he is to be withdrawn from (2Thes. 
3:6); he is to be marked and avoided (Rom. 16:17-18). Withdrawing fellowship is the 
last step in a lengthy training program, and only becomes necessary when the erring 
brother refuses to repent after being rebuked in a scripturally prescribed manner. 
 Furthermore, if both new converts and well-grounded Christians received 
abundant quantities of instructive discipline, the number of those needing corrective 
discipline would be reduced. And if erring Christians received the proper dosage of 
corrective discipline delivered in the right manner, the frequency of punitive discipline 
would be reduced. In addition, if punitive discipline were administered in a timely, 



consistent, and impartial way, then withdrawing fellowship from the erring would have 
the Divinely intended effect on the whole congregation. 
 Instructive discipline helps to maintain purity in the local church. It teaches 
disciples to walk in love before God and man, and it trains Christians in matters of 
morality, doctrine, and dedication. But instructive discipline is limited in its ability to keep 
the church pure. It is not designed to address the erring Christian who is not applying its 
principles to his own conduct. 
 Corrective discipline facilitates purity in the local church by making the erring 
brother sharply aware of his own weaknesses and sins. Yet corrective discipline is not 
equipped to deal with the willfully impenitent. Therefore, local churches are commanded 
to withdraw fellowship from those who do not respond to instructive and corrective 
discipline. 
 To better understand how vital a role punitive discipline has in maintaining purity 
in the church, examine the condition of the Corinthian congregation before they 
withdrew fellowship from an adulterous member. 
 "It is reported commonly that there is fornication among you, and such fornication 
as is not so much as named among the Gentiles, that one should have his father's wife" 
(1Cor. 5:1). One can imagine a conversation between a traveler and a passerby on the 
streets of Corinth.  
 "Can you direct me to where the disciples of Jesus Christ meet?" 
 To which the Corinthian citizen would respond in surprise, "You go to that church 
where the men sleep with their mothers?!" 
 Of course this is exaggerated, but that is what unbelievers do to improprieties in 
religious organizations. How could a Corinthian disciple teach a Corinthian idolater that 
is was sinful to visit the pagan temple prostitutes, when the church endorsed a type of 
fornication that shocked the immoral Greeks? Because they tolerated this fornicator's 
presence among them, they were considered impure by the very persons they were 
trying to reach with the gospel. 
 "And ye are puffed up, and have not rather mourned, that he that hath done this 
deed might be taken away from among you" (1Cor. 5:2). Long term exposure to the 
influence of the fornicator changed the attitudes of the Corinthian disciples. They were 
unmoved by his sinful conduct and were rather proud of themselves for being so open 
and accepting. It is mass self-deceit when a local church does not believe it will suffer 
harm by ignoring sin. 
 "Your glorying is not good. Know ye not that a little leaven leaveneth the whole 
lump?" (1Cor. 5:6). By being proud of the presence of a sinner among them, the whole 
group fell under indictment. They should have been ashamed of themselves for 
permitting this state of affairs to persist until it became public knowledge. While the 
actual sin of fornication does not confer to the other members, the whole congregation 
bears responsibility for the long term effects of un-rebuked and unpunished sin. They 
destroyed their influence in the community by not repudiating this man's conduct. They 
adopted unnatural attitudes toward sin by boasting about the sinner among them 
instead of being vexed and sorrowful. Thus by one man's sin can the whole church 
become leavened or impure, not by being fornicators themselves, but by allowing 
themselves to be changed by the ongoing presence of a fornicator. 



 With the change in the attitudes of the Corinthians toward sin comes an increase 
in the potential for others to engage in such sins without fear of rebuke or punitive 
discipline. After all, if Corinth is proud of one outrageous fornicator, might they not be 
even more proud of two, or ten? When any body of disciples is pleased with their 
tolerance of an impenitent sinner or errorist, they make it easier for others to become 
unrepentant fornicators and false teachers. 
 It is axiomatic that if tolerating a sinner in the local church makes the whole 
congregation impure, then removing the sinner will purify the congregation. The apostle 
Paul said as much: "In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, when ye are gathered 
together, and my spirit, with the power of our Lord Jesus Christ, To deliver such an one 
unto Satan for the destruction of the flesh, that the spirit may be saved in the day of the 
Lord Jesus...  Purge out therefore the old leaven, that ye may be a new lump, as ye are 
unleavened. For even Christ our Passover is sacrificed for us" (1Cor. 5:4-5,7). 
 By withdrawing fellowship from the fornicator, the Corinthian church cleansed 
itself of that impurity and its effects upon them. Their good name was restored to them 
in the community (2Cor. 3:2-3). While the worldly may fear a church that practices 
punitive discipline, they will respect their consistent stand for truth and morality, 
because the preaching of the gospel will have been reinforced by the conduct of the 
members of the church who practice what they profess. 
 By purging out the leavening influence, the Corinthians cultivated changes in 
their attitudes toward sin. "For behold this selfsame thing, that ye sorrowed after a godly 
sort, what carefulness it wrought in you, yea, what clearing of yourselves, yea, what 
indignation, yea, what fear, yea, what vehement desire, yea, what zeal, yea, what 
revenge! In all things ye have approved yourselves to be clear in this matter" (2Cor. 
7:11). 
 By exercising punitive discipline, the church in Corinth served a warning to other 
Christians who might be inclined toward drift. The apostle Paul instructed Timothy: 
"Them that sin rebuke before all, that others also may fear" (1Tim. 5:20). Such a 
precedent restores confidence within the church and in the hearts of disciples in other 
places who love the church. That is why Paul could write of Corinth: "I rejoice therefore 
that I have confidence in you in all things" (2Cor. 7:16). 
 By admonishing the Corinthians "to deliver such an one unto Satan for the 
destruction of the flesh," Paul taught that restoring purity in the local church is more 
important than maintaining a relationship with a brother who persists in sin or error. 
Punitive discipline of one fornicator restored the purity of the church at Corinth, and 
ultimately moved the erring brother to repent and be restored to their fellowship. It is 
wonderful that the erring brother repented, but the primary goal of Paul's message to 
Corinth was the purification of that church. 
 The same pattern will work in all local churches today. Teach the disciples to do 
the will of God; continue to admonish Christians who are struggling with His commands; 
rebuke the members who will not obey the Lord; and put away from among you those 
who will not repent. In this manner will local churches be free from the "leaven of malice 
and wickedness" (1Cor. 5:7-8). 
 "...Even as Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it; That he might 
sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water by the word, That he might present it to 



himself a glorious church, not having spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it 
should be holy and without blemish" (Eph. 5:25-27). 


