2

BC 32; Prov. 3:11-12; I Cor. 9:24-27; Living a Disciplined Life I.  The Realms of Discipline II. The Purpose of Discipline
Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, what is the best memory you have of growing up in your home as a child?  Do you have a favorite memory of going to Disney World or to Colorado with your family?  Maybe your favorite memories include camping or playing baseball.  Well, of all your favorite memories of your childhood, I imagine that getting disciplined is not one of your fondest.  The times when you were spanked for disobeying are not likely to be your favorite memories of yesteryear.  But that does not mean that discipline is bad- but rather discipline has an important role to play in the shaping of character.  As we return to the BC this evening, it does us good to remember that church discipline is both one of the marks of the true church, as well as one of the keys of the kingdom.  As we saw last week, the elders are particularly required to use church discipline to correct and even restrain evil men.  But today, we are going to see that official, church discipline takes place in a larger context of discipleship.  Long before the elders are called upon to exercise key of church discipline, the disciples of Jesus Christ will be active and obedient in this realm.  So today we consider this theme: Jesus Christ calls all His people to live a disciplined life of obedience.  
I.  The Realms of Discipline 
In our first point, we consider that discipline is necessary long before a person receives an official notice of church discipline in the mail.  Before the church gets involved, there is to be level of discipline evident in the lives of all members within the church.  In some ways, we could say that official church discipline is only necessary when the other, personal steps of discipline have failed.  So even before we come to the official steps of church discipline, there is a need for personal, self-discipline.  The first realm of discipline starts in the heart, as the individual believer applies God’s Word to their own heart in the context of the community of believers.  This is called self-discipline, self-accountability, or as we read in Scripture- self-control.  Self-discipline or self-control is where you learn to apply God’s word to yourself- to your own heart.  Rightly do we read that self-control is the last of the fruit of the Spirit listed in Gal. 5.  To be clear, this is Spiritual work.  The Holy Spirit enables us- giving us the will and the way.  The desire and ability to be self-controlled is a consequence of the Spirit living within.  And yet- we are called to pursue this way of life.  We read of this need to pay close attention to yourself.  To watch over your own life and doctrine in I Tim. 4.  Our reading from I Cor. 9 fleshes this out.  In I Cor. 9, Paul reminds the members of the church that they are to discipline your body and keep it under control.  To exercise self-control as a runner does as I Cor. 9:25 puts it.  So the life of Christian is compared to the training of an athlete.  In order to be able to run a marathon well, you have to train your body.  What you eat, when you sleep and how much you exercise will all be a crucial part in this discipline.  You don’t wake up one morning and decide to run a marathon.  Those who fail to train will likely suffer injury and will finish last.  So a Christian life is compared to running a race.  We have to be disciplined- to keep our body in check- under control.  Or like a boxer who trains his body, we are to fight the good fight- even fighting against the urges and temptation of this world.  So then, each Christian is to hold themselves accountable.  They are to hold their own lives to a certain standard.  The moment you let go and give free reign to the flesh, you will be headed for trouble.  Practicing self-control takes wisdom.  Disciplining your own body is something that comes with practice and consistency.  For example, reading the Bible and practicing your own, personal devotions is an important habit of the Christian life.  Attending worship on Sunday consistently is a necessary habit of holiness.  It takes work and dedication to be sure.  But just as a runner focusses on diet and exercise, so it is that a Chrisitan has a steady diet of God’s Word and practices the exercise of prayer.  But how do we practice this self-discipline?  What are the steps that we must follow in order to live a disciplined life?  Well, the first step is learning to say “no” to the flesh.  Rom. 13 says that we are to make no provision for the flesh to gratify its desires.  We do not allow our bodies and desires to dictate what we do.  We refrain from doing things that are contrary to God’s Word- and by learning to avoid things that are not wise.  We try to discern the kind of life that is pleasing to God as Eph. 5 puts it- and then we live that way.  Saying no is not easy- for no one enjoys discipline as Heb. 12 says.  It takes time and effort to establish good patterns and habits to be sure.  To say no to the self.  But the first step of self-discipline is learning to say no- to discipline your own body.  The second part is to keep the prize in view.  As Paul says in v. 24- run in such a way as to obtain the prize!  Keep the finish line in view.  Keep the prize ever in your mind.  The upward call and the glories of heaven which will one day be revealed.  These crowns and glories- the prize kept in heaven for you- is to rightly motivate you in your self-control.  It is easier to give up temporary, passing and earthly things when you have the promise of a greater prize in view!  
So then, the first realm of discipline starts with self-control.  However, if self-control is lacking and a person fails to discipline their own heart, then the next circle of discipline steps in.  Here we can be briefer.  Mutual accountability and shared responsibility.  Within the context of the church, we also hold one another accountable following the steps laid out for us in Matthew 18.  If a brother sins against you, go and show him his sin.  If he refuses to listen to you, take 1 or 2 witnesses along.  The life of a disciple is not lived in a void, nor do we walk with Christ alone.  We have fellow brothers and sisters who will hold us accountable and encourage us to repent when we fall into sin.  If this sinner refuses to repent after multiple attempts have been made, then the matter is to be made known to the church.  In other words, the elders are to get involved only when personal and mutual accountability fail to produce the necessary fruit of repentance.  Ultimately, if this sinner refuses to repent, then the elders have to proceed to the extreme remedy, excommunication.  As BC art. 32 puts it, excommunication, with all it involves, according to the Word of God, is required.  So in order to avoid excommunication, it is important for us all to understand how we are to respond to discipline.  When we experience the prick of the conscience of the sting of the rod of discipline, we are to respond accordingly.  In other words, do not harden your heart but rather repent and learn your lesson!  Do not despise the discipline of the Lord as we read in Prov. 3.  Do not rebel like an animal that knowns not its own master!  Rather humble yourself, soften your heart, confess your sins and repent in sorrow over them.  For discipline is a loving work of God- keeping us from greater sins.  The heat of discipline today is designed to keep us from the fires of hell tomorrow.  So lets continue on- by looking at the purpose of discipline within the church.  
II. The Purpose of Discipline
If church discipline is identified as a mark of the true church, one would expect discipline to be very important.  Rightly so, church discipline plays a crucial role in both the health and safety of the local church.  So why, then, must we as a church practice church discipline?  Well, obedience to God is the first part of this answer.  We want to be a church that does what God commands us.  We also what to be a holy people, and church discipline is a fit tool that encourages holiness and obedience.  Now to be clear, discipline is not enjoyable.  No father likes to spank his child.  No mother likes to punish her little ones.  And no one receiving discipline enjoys it - to be sure.  Not that I have any personal experience, but it is certain that discipline is painful!  But discipline is not a mark of anger or neglect but rather love and support.  Only a negligent parent would withhold the rod of discipline.  If you do not love your children, then give them everything they want and never tell them no!  You can be sure that your child will suffer in the end- if you fail to train them in the way that they should go!  So it is, that God trains and disciplines His children because He loves them.  As we read in Prov. 3- the Lord reproves the one He loves, as a father the son in whom he delights.  Discipline is a tool to drive foolishness from the heart.  Let me ask this- which is more loving?  To let your child put their hand in an open flame, or a rebuke that warns the child of the unknown danger?  It is loving to warn people that their actions will lead to bondage!  So discipline is a loving rebuke.  Exposing unaddressed sin- because sin leads to slavery and death.  So discipline is good for the person who receives it.  The prick and pain of discipline is to open the eyes to see sin and its consequences.  But not only is discipline good for the sinner, it is also a beneficial tool used by Christ for the sake of His church.  Remember that church discipline, although administered by the local elders in the church, is actually a key used by Christ.  Christ is the one working though this tool of discipline.  Christ is protecting His sheep!  Church discipline stops the sin from spreading in the church.  II Tim. 2 says that false teaching spreads like gangrene within the church.  So discipline, although painful, is necessary to cut off the dead and infected flesh in order to save the rest of the body.  Church discipline removes the corruption before it spreads.  Added to this, church discipline also removes the rebellious member that is causing trouble.  There are wolves that come in among the sheep.  Discipline removes the wolf before it can devour the flock!  So discipline is for the protection and defense of the flock.  There is also a lesson that is learned.  Church discipline teaches the congregation as a whole.  Just as a young child learns from the discipline of its siblings, so also church members learn to live in holiness and fear as they see the rod of discipline applied to a fellow member.  The lesson learned is this- sinful rebellion sows to the wind- and now this former member has reaped the whirlwind!  I do not want to experience what they have just gone through- so I too have learned a lesson!  So there are many good benefits that come from the presence of church discipline.  But there is yet one more.  Church discipline is practiced in the church for the sake of God’s glory.  God’s glory is on the line.  When the church lives in harmony and holiness, the world sees this and gives glory to God for it!  But when the church is filled with division and rebellion, the world scoffs at the church and slanders the name of God!  The church is the visitable agent that speaks to the character of God!  Since our God is holy, His people- the church- must be holy!  So God’s glory is on the line- therefore we will seek to live holy lives!  
To conclude, church discipline is one of those things in the church that can be jarring.  Perhaps you remember the last time a letter was read after church when the sin of a fellow member was outlined.  It rightly makes you unconformable- as you hear of a person whom you once called a fellow saint living in scandalous sin.  But church discipline is a good and necessary part of the life of a congregation.  Jesus Christ calls all His people to live a disciplined life of obedience.  So may we all heed the Word of God- and live a disciplined life.  Decent, chaste, holy and filled with self-control.  
