
A Call To Holiness: The Problem(?) Of Discipline 

Scripture teaches the harsh truth that, although we have been saved and filled 

with the Holy Spirit, the old sin nature still remains within us; an intense spiritual battle 

takes place on the plains of our heart, Rom 7:14-24; Gal 5:16-17; etc.  Ever so often, 

perhaps much too frequently, "the old man" tenaciously rears his ugly head and 

overtakes us by causing us to be hesitant in our faith, stumble in our walk, sin against 

our Savior and Lord and profane his holy Name.  One such dimension in which this 

ongoing battle takes place is in the relationships among Christians.  Yes, we know that 

we are our brother’s keeper and that we are charged to seek and to strive for his 

interests and good.  This is amply shown in Scripture by the propensity of those "one 

another" passages drenching the New Testament and which I have already shared with 

you.  However, because of our remaining sin, relationships, even those within the body 

of Christ, are sometimes very difficult to maintain and many times we would rather settle 

for faint, sickly and even distant acquaintanceships rather than the significant, thriving 

and robust intimacy that is required of us who are members of this one organic body, 

one body with many members, 1 Cor 12. 

For the purpose of retaining the unity, purity, peace and prosperity of his church, 

the Lord Jesus Christ has given us the tool of church discipline.  To members of a self-

centered, self-glorying twenty-first century American society, this word evokes negative 

thoughts of unwanted intrusion into one's life, unloving severity against a person and 

unnecessary oversight of our conduct, and so on.  Among the ignorant and unlearned, 

discipline is tantamount to cruelty and abuse.  After all, we are our own sovereign lords 

and no one has the right to judge us!  Our major goals in this life are the pursuit of our 

happiness and the protection of our rights.  Woe to those persons or institutions that 

have the audacity to prevent us in our quest for self-fulfillment and self-actualization! 

However, to the members of Christ, that is, those who are in an eternal Spiritual 

union with him and who are necessarily joined in communion with one another, those 

upon whom the end of the ages has come and who are a new creation in Christ, 1 Cor 

10:11; 2 Cor 5:17, there is an entirely different and opposing perspective.  The Christian 

understanding of discipline is rooted in the wider concept contained in the Latin 

disciplina which covers an extensive range of principles and duties including teaching or 

instruction, training, nurturing, and so on [hence, a disciple is a learner, a follower of a 

teacher], in short, education that is designed to promote, maintain and strengthen the 

spiritual health and welfare of the church.  As such, Reformed Theology holds the 

faithful practice of church discipline to be the third mark of a true church, the former two 

being the faithful preaching of the Word of God and the proper administration of the 

sacraments,.   



The Hebrew musar  denotes correction that results in education.  God's discipline 

of his people in the Old Covenant is based on the covenant relationship that he has 

established with them for his glory and for their good and benefit.  His corrective 

discipline is intended to achieve the reformation of his covenant people.  However, 

should they insist in turning away from him in attitudes and actions of rebellion, then he 

promises that he will strike or punish them:  

Lev 26:23-24  "And if by this discipline you are not turned to me but walk contrary 

to me,  then I also will walk contrary to you, and I myself will strike you sevenfold for 

your sins. 

The Greek word paideia (from which we get pediatrician and other cognates) 

continues the Old Testament meaning.  It is extensively used in such texts as Heb 12:5-

11: 

And have you forgotten the exhortation that addresses you as sons? "My son, do 

not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, nor be weary when reproved by him. For the 

Lord disciplines the one he loves, and chastises every son whom he receives."  It is for 

discipline that you have to endure. God is treating you as sons. For what son is there 

whom his father does not discipline?  If you are left without discipline, in which all have 

participated, then you are illegitimate children and not sons. Besides this, we have had 

earthly fathers who disciplined us and we respected them. Shall we not much more be 

subject to the Father of spirits and live? For they disciplined us for a short time as it 

seemed best to them, but he disciplines us for our good, that we may share his 

holiness. 11 For the moment all discipline seems painful rather than pleasant, but later it 

yields the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it. 

Paideia signifies guiding and nurturing a child towards maturity of mind and 

morals by training, instruction, reproof and punishment.   From the passage above, we 

see that this is the Lord's design for the individual believer and for his church as a 

whole.  Indeed, the loving discipline the Lord confirms our covenant sonship. 

In both the Old and New Testaments, therefore, discipline has a theological 

basis.  Its intent is to produce righteousness, that is, thinking and acting cording to 

God's own will, or, following the example of our Lord Jesus Christ.  

Discipline, when properly understood and correctly applied, is necessary and 

productive in the life of God's people.  It is his will for the church.  From this perspective, 

discipline is not problematic.  

  

 


