Ecclesiology:

 A Proper Understanding Of The Key Concepts Of Church Life, Church Discipline, And Ministry

This is a much more doctrinally in-depth look at the scriptural basis for my view of church life, church disciple, and church ministry. 

Jesus Christ said, "I will build My church" (Matthew 16:18). The Church is a living organism (Ephesians 2:11‑3:6), consisting of all those who have repented of their sins, confessed Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, and placed faith in Him alone for salvation. Thus, they are immediately placed, by the Holy Spirit, into one spiritual Body, the Church (I Corinthians 12:12‑13). Christ loved the Church so much that He died for her (Ephesians 5:25), that He might sanctify her, presenting her to Himself holy and blameless (Ephesians 5:27). He nourishes and cherishes the Church (Ephesians 5‑.29), acting as Head (Ephesians 1:22‑23; 4:15; Colossians 1:18) over His bride, the Church (Ephesians 5:23; Revelation 19:7). Christ is the ultimate authority in the Church (I Corinthians 11:3; Ephesians 1:22; Colossians 1:18).

Practically speaking, the church consists of a group of people who have committed/covenanted together to be obedient to the word and will of God as revealed in the scriptures. Many groups of people gather weekly for a variety of reasons, but the church gathers to show the world the way of God is the way to live. 

The Church is built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Himself being the cornerstone (Ephesians 2:20). She is the "pillar and support of the truth" (1 Timothy 3:15). The Church is God's primary manner and method for working in the present age

The establishment and continuity of local churches is clearly taught in the New Testament (Acts 14:23, 27; 20:17, 28; Galatians 1:2; Philippians 1:1; 1 Thessalonians 1:1; 2 Thessalonians 1:1). Therefore, it is vital for all believers to identify with, function in, and submit to the leadership of, a local church (Hebrews 13:17). A high premium should be placed on regular attendance to the local church (I Corinthians 11:18‑20; Hebrews 10:24‑25).

Each local church is autonomous, free from any external authority or control, with the right of self-government and freedom from the interference of any hierarchy of individuals or organizations (Titus 1:5). We teach that it is scriptural for true churches to cooperate with each other for the presentation and propagation of the faith. Each local church, however, through its elders and their interpretation and application of Scripture, should be the sole judge of the measure and method of its cooperation. The elders should determine all other matters of membership, policy, discipline, benevolence, and government as well (Acts 15:19‑3 1; 20:28; 1 Corinthians 5:4‑7, 13; 1 Peter 5:1‑4).

The Church is a New Testament concept. She was formed on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2:1‑21, 38‑47). The Church will be completed at the Rapture, when Christ comes to take His Bride away, prior to the seven year Tribulation (I Corinthians 15:51‑52; 1 Thessalonians 4:13‑18).

The church is distinct from Israel (I Corinthians 10:32), a mystery not revealed until this age (Ephesians 3:1‑6; 5:32).

Many parachurch ministries are being formed every year. These range from mission boards, Christian colleges and seminaries, counseling offices, etc. While they can have a profitable function, they should always seek to build and support the local church, not replace or supplant it. The employees of these parachurch organizations should be functioning members of, and accountable to, a local church. The plan of God is the local church (Matthew 16:18), is the pillar and support of truth (I Timothy 3:15).

PRIORITIES OF THE CHURCH

To God

The overriding purpose of the church is to glorify God (Ephesians 3:21) by building itself up in the faith (Ephesians 4:13‑16), by accurate instruction of the Word (2 Timothy 2:2, 15; 3:16‑17), by fellowship (Acts 2:47; 1 John 1:3), by keeping the ordinances (Luke 22:19; Acts 2:38‑42) and by advancing and communicating the gospel to the entire world (Matthew 28:19; Acts 1:8; 2:42).

Worship is the act of acknowledging that God is worthy of all our praise, glory, honor, and blessing (Revelation 4:11; 5:12) We should worship both corporate and individually as it is a crucial responsibility and privilege of every Christian (Matthew 4:10; Philippians 3:3). Such worship is to be done in spirit and in truth (John 4:23‑24). Worship is intended mostly for God's pleasure, not for the Christian. Believers are to be characterized as those who give praise and thanksgiving (Colossians 1:12; 3:15‑17; Hebrews 13:15), which will manifest itself in singing and making melody in one's heart, despite the circumstances (Acts 16:25; 1 Corinthians 14:26; Ephesians 5:19; Colossians 3:16).

The leadership must take the initiative in setting an example to the flock by presenting their bodies to the Lord, living lives worthy of being imitated (I Corinthians 4:16; 11:1; Philippians 3:17; 4:9; 1 Timothy 4:12; 1 Peter 5:3).
To Believers

Edifying the saints:

Luke, the historian, records a snapshot of the early church's priorities, "And they were continually devoting themselves to the apostles' teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer" (Acts 2:42). Four priorities surface from this passage: teaching of God's Word, fellowship, the partaking of the Lord's Supper, and prayer.

The teaching of God's Word should be a high priority for any local church (Ezra 7:10; Acts 20:20; Colossians 1:28). The Word of God must be taught in both large and small group settings. On the smaller group level, this involves questions and answers, as well as dialogue together around the Word with practical applications. 

Fellowship should be evident among the believers of a particular local church (Galatians 2:9; Philemon 6; 1 John 1:3, 7). Believers should be at ease sharing concerns, problems, joys, and sorrows with one another. The church is a community of saints who have agreed to come together to love and care for one another in the love of Christ.

There are two ordinances that have been committed to the local church: baptism and the Lord's Supper (Acts 2:38‑42). Christian baptism by immersion (Acts 8:36‑39) is the public testimony of a believer who has shown forth his faith in the Savior's death, burial, and resurrection (Romans 6:1 ‑11). It is also a sign of fellowship and identification with the Body of Christ (Acts 2:41‑42). Therefore, I do not baptize infants. I think that it is vitally important for each candidate for baptism to give a public testimony of his/her conversion before undergoing the act of baptism. I also think that the matter of baptizing young children should be examined carefully, ensuring that everyone who is baptized is truly regenerate.

Every local church should regularly partake of the Lord's Supper, also known as communion (I Corinthians 11:23‑24). This public act of worship is a commemoration of Christ's death. It should promote self‑examination, so as not to partake of the Lord's Supper in an unworthy manner (I Corinthians 11:28‑30). While the elements of Communion are only representative of the flesh and blood of Christ, the Lord's Supper is nevertheless an actual communion with the risen Christ who is present in a unique way, fellowshipping with His people (1 Corinthians 10:16).

Prayer should be an indispensable element of every local church. A prayerless church is a powerless

church. Believers should be exhorted to keep short accounts with God through confession (Psalm 66:18‑, Proverbs 28:13; 1 John 1:9), seeking to maintain a sensitive conscience. Christians also need to be reminded that their entire lives should be an act of worship (Ephesians 3:20‑21). Certainly a vital part of any prayer ministry is that of intercession and petition (Ephesians 6:18‑19; Colossians 4:2‑3; Philippians 4:6‑7; 2 Timothy 2:1 ff). Effectual prayers on the behalf of others is crucial to who the church is.

Every born‑again believer is exhorted to be involved in personal evangelism (Mark 5:19; Luke 10:2; John 1:40‑42; Acts 1:8; 4:20; 22:15; Romans 1:16). Christians are to be witnesses by their walk (Matthew 5:16; Philippians 2:15; 1 Peter 4:1‑2) and by their words (Psalm 107:2; Acts 17:2‑3; Romans 10:17; Colossians 4:5‑6; 1 Peter 3:15). The young church at Thessalonica used both their walk and words: "so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia [walk]. For the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you, not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but also in every place your faith toward God has gone forth, so that we have no need to say anything [words]" (I Thessalonians 1:7‑8). Evangelism is not about making decisions: it is all about making disciples. The local church should also be active in organizing and implementing an evangelism ministry in partial fulfillment of the Great Commission (Matthew 28:19‑20; Acts 1:8; Ephesians 4:llff; I Peter 3:15). Although God is completely sovereign in salvation, He still chooses to use the witness of the believer (Acts 9:22; 17:17; 18:4, 28; 19:8‑9; 1 Peter 3:15).

Discipleship is crucial to building a strong, effective church (Matthew 28:19‑20; 2 Timothy 2:2). More mature believers need to take the time to train new converts; otherwise, a local church will have many immature Christians (I Corinthians 3:1‑9). The key is multiplication: faithful men and women are faithful to pass along truth to the next generation of Christians (2 Timothy 2:2).

The Church needs to realize that God accomplishes His purpose in the world primarily through the Church. To accomplish this, God gives spiritual gifts to the Church. A spiritual gift is a supernatural, special, spiritual ability given to every believer (1 Corinthians 12:7, 1 lb; 1 Peter 4:10) by the Holy Spirit (I Corinthians 12:lla) for the purpose of serving (1 Corinthians 12:7) and edifying the Church (I Corinthians 14:12, 26). He gives gifted men to the Church, to equip the saints for the work of the ministry (Ephesians 4:7‑12). God also gives unique and varied spiritual gifts to each and every believer in the Body of Christ (Romans 12:5‑8; 1 Corinthians 12:4‑3 1; 1 Peter 4:10‑11).

The early church was given two kinds of gifts. First, they were given miraculous gifts of divine revelation and healing. These were temporary gifts, exclusively for the apostolic era, for the purpose of confirming the authenticity of the apostles' message (2 Corinthians 12:12; Hebrews 2:3‑4). Second, they were given ministering gifts. These were permanent gifts, given to equip and edify believers.

The miraculous gifts can be broken down into two categories. First, revelatory gifts are those which God used to help the early Church by revealing previously unknown truth as well as accompanying abilities to communicate this truth. They are: apostleship (Ephesians 4:11), prophecy (Romans 12:6; 1 Corinthians 12:10; Ephesians 4:11), distinguishing of spirits (I Corinthians 12:10), word of wisdom (I Corinthians 12:8), and word of knowledge (I Corinthians 12:8). Second, confirmatory gifts supported revelatory gifts by authenticating them as being from God. They are: faith (I Corinthians 12:9), healing (I Corinthians 12:9), miracles (1 Corinthians 12:10), tongues (1 Corinthians 12:10), and the interpretation of tongues (I Corinthians 12:10). These gifts are not being practiced today.

Now that New Testament revelation is complete, Scripture, and Scripture alone, becomes the sole test of the authenticity of one's message; therefore, confirming gifts of a miraculous nature are no longer necessary (1 Corinthians 13:8‑12). Such miraculous gifts can even be counterfeited by Satan himself, even to the point of deceiving believers (Matthew 24:24; Mark 13:22; Revelation 13:13‑14; 20:3, 8). For example, no one possesses the gift of healing today; however, God does hear and answer the prayer of faith. His answer will be in full accordance with His own perfect and sovereign will for the sick, suffering, and afflicted (John 5:7‑9; 2 Corinthians 12:6‑10; James 5:13‑16; 1 John 5:14‑15).

The ministering gifts can be broken down into two categories. First, speaking gifts are those which communicate the revealed truth found in the closed canon of the Old and New Testament. They are: evangelism (Ephesians 4:11), teaching (Romans 12:7), pastor‑teacher (Ephesians 4:11), and exhortation (Romans 12:8). Second, the auxiliary gifts are those which support the church through non‑speaking acts, They are: ministry (Romans 12:7), mercy (Romans 12:8), giving (Romans 12:8), and administration (Romans 12:8).

Scripture calls every believer to the work of service (1 Corinthians 15:58; Ephesians 4:12; Revelation 22:12). Every Christian is called to be ministering all the time (Ephesians 4:12). A primary manner in which believers can minister to each other is by studying the "one another" passages found in the New Testament.

Contribute to one another's needs (Romans 12:13)

Spur one another on to love and good deeds (Hebrews 10:24)

Love one another (John 13:34‑35; Romans 13:8; 1 Peter 1:22; 4:9; 1 John 3:11, 23; 4:7‑12; 2 John 5)

Be devoted to one another in brotherly love (Romans 12:10; 1 Peter 3:8) 

Give preference to one another in honor (Romans 12:10)

Accept one another Romans 15:17)

Admonish one another (Romans 15:14; Colossians 3:16; 1 Thessalonians 5:14) 

Be united with one another (Romans 12:16; 1 Corinthians 1:10; 1 Peter 3:8)

Serve one another through love (Galatians 5:13; 1 Peter 4:10)

Show forbearance to one another in love (Ephesians 4:2)

Be kind to one another (Ephesians 4:32; 1 Peter 3:8)

Be tender‑hearted to one another (Ephesians 4:32)

Forgive one another (Ephesians 4:32; Colossians 3:13)

Speak to one another in psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs (Ephesians 5:19) 

Teach one another (Colossians 3:16)

Encourage one another (1 Thessalonians 5:11, 14; Hebrews 3:13; 10:25)

Build one another up (1 Thessalonians 5:11)

Help one another (I Thessalonians 5:14)

Be patient with one another (I Thessalonians 5:14)

Be hospitable to one another (Romans 12:13; 1 Peter 4:9)

Be sympathetic toward one another (Romans 12:15; 1 Peter 3:8) 

Restore one another (Galatians 6:1)

Bear one another's burdens (Galatians 6:2)

Be humble toward one another (Philippians 2:3; 1 Peter 3:8; 5:5) 

Look out for one another's interests (Philippians 2:4)
God has given Christians everything they need for life and godliness (2 Peter 1:3). They have been blessed with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places (Ephesians 1:3). The God‑breathed Scriptures are sufficient for teaching, reproof, correction, and training in righteousness (2 Timothy 3:16), ensuring that the man of God is adequate, equipped for every good work (2 Timothy 3:17). The gifted leaders of the church shepherd the flock of God among them (Acts 20:28; 1 Peter 5:1‑4). Modem psychology is often in direct opposition to the revealed Word of God. When properly interpreted, the Scriptures are sufficient to deal with every conceivable problem in life. The goal of all counseling is to change the mindset in order to change behavior. Mere behavioral change is not adequate if it fails to result in a changed mind.

Equipping the saints:

A major responsibility of the pastor‑teacher and elders is that of equipping the saints for their work of ministry (Ephesians 4:11‑16). The leadership’s responsibility is not to do everyone’s ministry for them, but to train everyone for the work God has gifted them to do. They are to oversee the flock of God (2 Timothy 2:2‑4), not replace it. 

Believers must be trained in such practical aspects as how to study their Bibles, how to pray, how witness, how to walk in the power of the Spirit, and other such matters. Once a core of believers is trained, they will be able to teach and train others.

Certainly, the pastor(s) and elders need to be training leaders from within. This is done gradually through delegating small tasks and responsibilities to those desiring ministry (Exodus 18:1 ff; Acts 6:3‑4; 1 Timothy 3:1; 4:6, 11‑16; 2 Timothy 2:2, 15). He who is faithful in little things can be entrusted with larger responsibilities (Luke 16:10‑12).

The pastor(s) and elders can equip the saints first and foremost through accurate teaching of the Word of God. As the Scriptures are unfolded, explained, and applied, the members of a local church become aware of their responsibilities (the one‑anothers and spiritual gifts). Through the faithful proclamation of the Word of God, believers will be trained in righteousness and equipped for every good work (2 Timothy 3:16‑17). Believers are to be encouraged to obey what they hear (Luke 6:46‑49; James 1:22​25). A large part of the equipping process will be recognizing how God has gifted each member and seeing that he/she is placed in a ministry where he/she can use his/her giftedness.

Genuine equipping of the saints is often caught more than taught. It involved more than simply imparting facts: it involved imparting one's own life (I Thessalonians 2:8). Older men need to train younger men and older women need to train younger women (Titus 2:1‑8).

To Unbelievers

Although God is completely sovereign in salvation, He still chooses to use the witness of the believer (Acts 9:22; 17:17; 18:4, 28; 19:8‑9; 1 Peter 3:15).

Every born‑again believer is exhorted to be involved in personal evangelism (Mark 5:19; Luke 10:2; John 1:40‑42; Acts 1:8; 4:20; 22:15; Romans 1:16). Christians are to be witnesses by their walk (Matthew 5:16; Ephesians 5:8; Philippians 2:15; 1 Peter 2:11‑12; 3:1‑2; 4:1‑2) and by their words (Psalm 107:2; Acts 17:2‑3; Romans 10:17; Colossians 4:5‑6; 1 Peter 3:15). No one can come to saving faith in Christ apart from hearing the Gospel (Romans 10:14, 17; 1 Corinthians 1:20‑25; James 1:18; 1 Peter 1:23). Every believer has this responsibility (Matthew 28:19‑20). Christians are to minister the Gospel as a call to reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:19) and repentance (2 Corinthians 5:20) as a faithful ambassador for Christ (2 Corinthians 5:20).

The young church at Thessalonica served as an example by using both their walk and words: "so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia [walk]. For the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you, not only in Macedonia and Achaia, but also in every place your faith toward God has gone forth, so that we have no need to say anything [words]" (I Thessalonians 1:7‑8).

Evangelism is not just about making decisions - it is about making disciples. The local church should also be active in organizing and implementing an evangelism ministry in partial fulfillment of the Great Commission (Matthew 28:19‑20; Acts 1:8; Ephesians 4:11 ff; 1 Peter 3:15).

OFFICES OF THE CHURCH

The biblically designated officers serving under Christ and over the assembly are elders (also called bishops, pastors, and pastor teachers; Acts 20:28; Ephesians 4:11) and deacons, both of whom must meet biblical qualifications (1 Timothy 3:1‑13; Titus 1:5‑9; 1 Peter 5:1‑5). These leaders lead or rule as servants of Christ (I Timothy 5:17‑22) and have His authority in directing the church. The congregation is to submit to their leadership (Hebrews 13:7, 17).

Elders

There are only two offices in a local church: elders and deacons. The term elder can be used interchangeably with the terms bishop, overseer, pastor, and pastor teacher (Acts 20:28; Ephesians 4:11).

The Bible is very clear that elders are to be the leaders of every local church. When the term elder is used throughout the New Testament, the predominant thought is that of the plural usage. The striking phrase, "elders of the church" is used three times to stress the need for plurality of men (Acts 14:23; 20:17; James 5:17). Notice that the term "elders" is in the plural while the term "church" is in the singular. This is proof that the early church placed a great emphasis on the need for many men leading a single church, no matter the size of the congregation. In addition to the explicit examples of plural elders in every church, the principle of shared leadership is very evident (Acts 13:1; 15:35; 1 Corinthians 16:15, 16; 1 Thessalonians 5:12, 13; Hebrews 13:7, 17, 24).

The most important element in choosing elders is the qualifications given in I Timothy 3:1‑7 and Titus 1:5‑9). The focus is on spiritual character. Only those who have modeled commitment and obedience should be considered for this noble task of shepherding the flock of God. It is through the example of such men that others can follow (I Timothy 4:12; 1 Peter 5:3). Amy candidate who desires the office of an elder desires a good thing, but he needs to undergo a thorough examination by other qualified leaders in the areas of character, family life, humility, Bible knowledge, counseling, morality, theology, and ability to teach and be teachable. This office has a high bar and the men who seek it should be prepared to have their personal lives examined and evaluated. 

It should be obvious that the Biblical model is that of an all‑male eldership; however, this is not the common understanding in the modem‑day Church. This is not to label women as less than equal in personhood, dignity, and value. It is only to differentiate a difference in role and function. Throughout the New Testament, all of the apostles were male (Matthew 10:2‑4). In the book of Acts, the Seven that were chosen were all men (Acts 6:5).

The main responsibilities of elders fall into three categories: protecting the flock, feeding the flock, and leading the flock:

First, the elders must protect the flock. False teachers will always assail the local church; therefore, elders must stand ready to guard the flock (Acts 20:28‑3 1). Am accurate knowledge of Scripture is a necessary qualification of an elder (Titus 1:9). Another aspect of protecting the flock is that of disciplining sin and admonishing sinful behavior (I Thessalonians 5:12). Elders are to be alert, anticipating the enemy's next move (Acts 20:31; 1 Peter 5:8).

Second, elders are to feed the flock. Jesus Christ told Peter, "Feed My sheep" (John 21:15‑17). Teaching was very important to the early church (Acts 2:42; 1 Timothy 3:2; 4:13). Certainly, shepherding entails more than teaching; however, it certainly cannot do without it. In nearly every passage that mentions elders, they are mentioned in connection with their responsibility to communicate the Word in some fashion (Acts 20:27‑32; 1 Thessalonians 5:12; 1 Timothy 3:2; 5:17; Titus 1:9; Hebrews 13:7). 

Third, the elders are to lead the flock. This aspect entails the necessary abilities of the elders to govern, manage, and care for the local church (I Timothy 5:17) as God's steward (Titus 1:7). One of the words for elder is overseer, which conveys the element of oversight (I Peter 5:1‑2). Protecting, feeding, and leading the flock is hard work (I Thessalonians 5:12; 1 Timothy 5:17‑18).

Although there are many men who are leading a local church, these men are to be considered as equals in authority. A pyramid structure of the senior pastor on the top level, followed by the associate pastor(s) on the next level, etc. does not reflect the Biblical data. Each member of the leadership team is called upon to provide accountability, direction, and wisdom. This doesn’t mean the meetings won’t have a chairman, or their won’t be an authority structure among the leadership, but this is for administrative purposes, not Eccleastical rank. All elders are required to be able to teach; however, not all will desire to work full‑time in this labor (I Timothy 5:17).

Pastor‑teacher(s)

Although within a plurality of elders there is equality, certain men arise within the elders who desire to labor in the Word on a full‑time basis (I Timothy 5:17). Their primary means of income is through the church rewarding them for their labor (1 Timothy 5:18).

Those who have committed themselves to full‑time ministry of the Word are to have some primary responsibilities. First, they are to commit themselves to a lifestyle of familial faithfulness. One of the primary qualifications of an elder is that of being "the husband of one wife" (I Timothy 3:2), keeping his household in order (1 Timothy 3:4‑5). Am elders' family ministry qualifies/disqualifies himself for church ministry. One must be careful not to assume that the pastor's home life is well just because he is a great pastor at the church. Second, those who labor full‑time must be men of prayer. The apostles were certainly committed to this great task (Acts 6:4). It is even interesting, and important, that the text places prayer before the ministry of the Word! A prayerless preacher is a powerless preacher! It is all but obvious that pastors, if they seek to model Jesus Christ, must be men of prayer. Third, these men must be men who preach and teach the Word of God. They are to be men of one Book, the Holy Scriptures (I Corinthians 9:16; 1 Timothy 4:6, 11‑13; 2 Timothy 4:1‑2). These men must have an expository mindset where they seek to exhaustively study and proclaim the teachings of the Bible. Such preaching is not for academic knowledge, but for the enlarging of men's awareness of the awesome character and nature of God. Fourth, these men are to be discipling leaders and future leaders. Their eyes are always on the next generation of Bible expositors and pastor‑teachers (Matthew 28:19‑20; 2 Timothy 2:2). They are not content to keep the knowledge to themselves. An important part of their ministry is to discern the giftedness of others, seeking to place men and women in appropriate ministries where their spiritual giftedness can be used. Certainly, a part of this is recognizing those with giftedness for leadership and training them accordingly for future ministry. Fifth, these men are to be actively involved in the ministries of calling, visiting, and counseling (I Thessalonians 5:11‑12; James 1:27; 5:14). Through these ministries, the elders remain available to the church.

Deacons/Deaconess

The New Testament local church was always a two‑office church: overseers and deacons (Philippians 1:1). Just as there was a plurality of elders in every local church (Acts 14:23; 20:17; James 5:14), there was also a plurality of deacons in every local church (Philippians 1:1; cf. Acts 6:1‑7). To affirm a plurality of deacons while contesting a plurality of elders is not consistent with Scripture.

In the early Church, the apostles realized that they could not perform all of the responsibilities that needed to be performed. They understood their primary duties to be that of prayer and the ministry of the Word (Acts 6:4). Therefore, they prayed for discernment in choosing the right men, and laid hands on the Seven (Acts 6:5‑6). Obviously, one of their chief responsibilities was that of making sure that the widows were being fed (Acts 6:1‑2). Thus, their role and privilege was to come alongside the apostles and assist in the supervision of food and finances, thus freeing the apostles to dedicate themselves fully to prayer and the ministry of the Word. As a result of this, God was pleased as the Word was spread and the number of disciples continued to increase (Acts 6:7).

In a similar fashion, modem‑day deacons are to assist in the shepherding of the flock, under the direct supervision of the elders. They are the ministers to needy and suffering members. The word for deacon, diakonia, is often used for supplying the needs of the poor (Acts 6:1; 11:36; Romans 15:25, 26; 2 Corinthians 8:4). Their office should be viewed as that of a servant office. They are not to make the primary decisions for the church: this is the responsibility and function of the elders. We should not, however, limit the work of deacons to merely physical things for some of these men as Philip the evangelist and Stephen were gifted and served in the communication of the Word.

Just as there were qualifications for elders (I Timothy 3:1‑7; Titus 1:6‑9), thus there are qualifications for deacons (1 Timothy 3:8‑13). And just as with the Elders, character is primary. Unlike elders, deacons are not required to be able to teach (though many of the certainly may have the ability). Deacons are to serve, not rule. There needs to be a clear, consistent, coordinating relationship between the elders and the deacons of every local church. Inevitably, their ministries will overlap.

No women in leadership over men

The overarching principle of I Timothy 2:11‑12 needs to be kept in mind regarding this matter, "Let a woman quietly receive instruction with entire submissiveness. But I do not allow a woman to teach or exercise authority over a man, but to remain quiet." Thus, Paul, under the direction of the Holy Spirit, prohibits women from leading and teaching men in a local church. This does not prohibit women from teaching other women and young children in the context of a local church.

DISCIPLINE IN THE CHURCH

God is vitally concerned with the purity of His Bride, which is the Church (2 Corinthians 11:2; Ephesians 5:26). It is vitally important that each member of the Body of Christ seek to be a holy vessel, fit for the Master's use.

Church Discipline

One of the means by which the Lord maintains the purity of His Bride is through church discipline. Many in our present‑day have never heard of church discipline. Even among those who have heard of it, many have never seen it in operation. And among those who have seen it in operation, many have never seen it performed according to Biblical mandates. While I certainly cannot be comprehensive in this important topic, I do want to cover the basics of church discipline. Because Scripture places such a high premium on church discipline, I think that every Christian needs to saturate himself in what the Scripture says regarding this topic (Matthew 18:15‑20; 1 Corinthians 5:1‑13; Galatians 6:1; 2 Thessalonians 3:6‑15; 1 Timothy 5:20; Titus 3:10).

Church discipline is not an option: it is a Biblical mandate. It ultimately is a matter of obedience to the revealed Word of God. Neither is it the sole responsibility of church leaders: it is incumbent upon every believer to take an active role in church discipline. Much of the counseling load that pastors shoulder could be alleviated if every believer would take an active role in the ministry of church discipline.

The Pattern of church discipline:

Church discipline is based primarily on the holy character of God (I Peter 1:15‑16; Hebrews 12:10‑11), who also loves His children enough to discipline them when they sin (Hebrews 12:6). God has delegates a measure of authority to believers to discipline those within a local church (I Corinthians 5:12‑13; 2 Corinthians 2:6). The Church is to be a holy entity ‑ set apart from the world and set apart to God (I Corinthians 5:6‑8; Ephesians 5:26). There should be a marked difference between the Church and the world (I Peter 2:11‑20; 3:8‑17; 4:1‑4).

The Purposes of church discipline

First, God demands it, and models it in the Scriptures (1 Corinthians 5:1‑13; 2 Thessalonians 3:11-15). The New Testament has many references to various principles of church discipline; therefore, to ignore these references is to be disobedient to God's Word (Matthew 18:15‑20;  Galatians 6:1; 1 Timothy 5:20; Titus 3:10).

Second, believers who are caught in sin have the privilege of restoration to the body, no one is condemned to being a second class citizen in the church (Matthew 18:15; Galatians 6:1‑2; Hebrews 12:10‑13; James 5:20). In these cases, the individuals were genuine believers and God will never allow His children to fall away totally from the faith, they will persevere (Matthew 10:22; 24:13; Mark 13:13; 1 Corinthians 1:8; 1 John 2:19).

Third, church discipline protects the purity of the faith (1 Timothy 1:19‑20; 6:1; Titus 1:13; 2 Peter 2:2). It is very easy for false teaching to creep into the Church (I Corinthians 5:6‑7; 2 Timothy 2:16‑18). These false teachers need to be rebuked before their influence spreads and the precious sheep of God’s flock are lead astray and made merchandise of (Titus 1:10‑ 11; 2 Peter 2:3).

Fourth, church discipline may bring to repentance those in the church who are not genuinely saved (Matthew 7:13‑14, 21‑23). Through the discipline process, those who have been deceived by the devil may be given the gift of repentance leading to the knowledge of the truth (I Corinthians 5:5; 2 Timothy 2:24‑26).

Practice of church discipline

It is important to learn how the process of church discipline is to be carried out. First, all discipline is for the purpose of restoration (Galatians 6:1) and always includes a readiness and willingness to forgive (Matthew 18:15, 21‑35; 2 Corinthians 2:6‑8). It must be carried out by those who are spiritual (Galatians 6:1). These are they who are seeking to be living by the Spirit (Galatians 5:25‑26), bearing the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 5:22‑23). Second, discipline must be carried out in a spirit of humility, gentleness, and patience, realizing that we might be tempted as well (Galatians 6:1; 2 Timothy 2:24‑25). Third, discipline should be done without bias, never in a partial manner (I Timothy 5:21). Fourth, those who are disorderly need to be admonished, warned, and helped in love (I Thessalonians 5:14‑15). This is not limited to church leaders, because the Scriptural guidelines regarding church discipline are in the context of all believers (Galatians 6:1; 1 Thessalonians 5:14).

Notice the goal is always godly restoration of the sinning saint. This should never be done lightly, quickly, or in anger. The qualifications for those who should be carrying out this ministry are high and their motives must be constantly checked. There are many improper motives for dealing with particular people and sins but the leadership must be diligent to make sure the process of restoration doesn’t become part of the problem. 

It is also important to note that when public actions were taken against the sinning one, it was in the context of a local church (I Corinthians 5:4‑5; 2 Corinthians 2:6). The activity was not done by the church leaders behind closed doors. Once the discipline reaches the third step of Matthew 18:15‑17, the church needs to be alerted.

Causes worthy of church discipline

What types of sins are worthy of church discipline? Scripture alone must be the sole guide in answering this question. One's personal preferences must be laid aside. The scriptures would indicate that:

First, any type of disorderly conduct that is in direct disobedience to the Word of God must be confronted (2 Thessalonians 3:6). Some in the Thessalonian church were not working. Paul certainly thought this was worthy of being confronted (2 Thessalonians 3:10‑15). 

Second, various difficulties arise between church members (Matthew 18:15ff). Left unresolved, these could turn out to be items that need to be addressed. 

Third, anyone who is divisive, causing factions, should be confronted (Romans 16:17‑18; Titus 3:9‑11). 

Fourth, immoral behavior such as incest, immorality, covetousness, idolatry, abusive, drunkenness, or swindling definitely needs to be confronted (1 Corinthians 5:1, 11). Such open acts of sin need to be rebuked. 

Fifth, any type of false teaching needs to be confronted (Romans 16:17‑18; Philippians 3:2; 1 Timothy 1:19‑20; 2 Timothy 2:16‑18; Revelation 2:14‑16). Clearly this should be major deviations from the fundamentals of the faith and not merely personal preferences on minor interpretative issues.

The Process of church discipline

Should a person of the church believe another member to be guilty of one of the above offences, the various steps of biblical confrontation need to begin. Initially, make sure that the offense is one that calls for discipline, and not merely a personal preference (For instance, your fifth grader bringing home a Sunday School handout teaching Jesus wasn’t really God vs. a brother who is wearing a loud colored tie you don’t like). Make sure you have the facts straight and the sin is sufficient to warrant attention. Remember, love covers a multitude of sin (1 Peter 4:8), so not every small offense is worthy of church discipline. 

Jesus Christ prescribed four specific steps of church discipline in Matthew 18:15‑17. A brief look at this would be very helpful.

First step ‑ personal, private conversation

Every believer has the responsibility to speak those who they perceive to be in sin and showing no true signs of repentance (Galatians 6:1). This is not a responsibility solely for church leaders. Those who recognizes the sin need to go and to seek to solve the problem in private first.

One should always approach this step with great humility and patience. This could be a matter of misunderstanding; however, it could be blatant sin. Step one is gathering the facts. Possibly a few questions about the incident would help alleviate some potential confusion. Listen to the other person's side of the story, seeking to believe the best about the other brother (1 Corinthians 13:7). Don’t judge a matter before you hear all the facts (Proverbs 18:13). 

If the person repents, then "you have won your brother" (Matthew 18:15). . The goal of the conversation is always restoration, not confrontation. One should never approach church discipline with the thought of, "I hope this person does not repent" or "I don't want him/her in this church anyway." When a person repents, both parties should exhibit a spirit of forgiveness (2 Corinthians 2:7).

Genuine repentance will show itself in a number of ways: freely acknowledging one's sin (Proverbs 28:13; 1 John 1:9); stopping the activity that first caused the confrontation to begin (Ephesians 4:22‑24); asking forgiveness from all who have been hurt (Matthew 5:23‑24; Philemon 18‑19); displaying a true change of heart and showing a concern for God's glory (Psalm 51:17; 2 Corinthians 7:8‑11); and manifesting the fruit of the Spirit, evidencing the Spirit's control of his/her life (Galatians 5:22‑23).

However, if the person refuses to listen or if the person ignores the biblical admonition and continues to sin without repentance, warn him/her that, according to Biblical principles, if they don’t repent and deal with this, more people will need to be brought in to deal with the problem.

Second step ‑ take one or two witnesses

If the offender does not repent after the first step, then the second step needs to be followed. The person who has noticed the sinning behavior need to seek one or two witnesses to go with them as they speak to the person again. These witnesses are not eyewitnesses of the sin; they are Spirit‑filled individuals who can accurately asses the situation and make sure the issue is worthy of further scrutiny. At this stage there may be misunderstandings on both sides and the witnesses are there to be impartial judges of the situation. Once more, the goal is to minimize the scope of the situation, restore everyone involved, and bring about unity and harmony in the church. Church leadership should be brought in at this point if the offense clearly threatens the local church as a whole and the offended refuses to repent. In the case of an accusation against an elder, at least two or three witnesses need to be present (1 Timothy 5:19).

If everyone involved up to this point agrees the initial party is engaged in willful sin then their should be another offer of forgiveness and restoration. If they repent the issue is dropped and goes no further. The brother or sister is restored. 

However, if the offender continues to refuse the counsel of the original party and the witnesses, then he/she needs to be warned that they are in danger of having their sin exposed to the entire church. Once more making it very clear that the motive is restoration, victory over sin, and unity in the fellowship. All they need do is yield to God, repent of their sin, and all will be well. Refuse, and more serious steps will be taken (I Thessalonians 5:14a; Titus 2:15; 3:10).

Third step ‑ tell it to the church

If the offender does not repent after the second step, and the offence is a clear threat to the unity of the whole church, then the church needs to be notified of the transgression. (And at this point it should be noted that whatever the original transgression, if the process has been carried out biblically and in love, then willful rebellion against the Word of God and his commands can be added as a further transgression.) The congregation should be encouraged to pray for the offender, asking that God would grant him/her repentance. Those in the congregation who know the offender should be exhorted to personally encourage the offended to repent, all the while graciously withholding intimate fellowship with the offender (1 Corinthians 5:9‑13; 2 Thessalonians 3:14‑15).

Once the process has reached this point the offender should not be allowed to short circuit the process by simply ceasing to attend and requesting a withdrawal from membership, or requesting a transfer of membership to another assembly. If they persist in their sin there can be no withdrawal or transfer of membership in good standing. 

One recommended time to read the names of those who have not repented is during the regular time of communion or Lord's Supper. This is a time when the faithful are gathered together to remember Christ's death. It is a time of great self‑examination (1 Corinthians 11:28); therefore, great fear should come upon the other members when they see the leadership taking sin seriously (Acts 5:5, 11).

Fourth step ‑ consider the unrepentant offender as an unbeliever

If the offender does not repent after the church is notified and due time has been given for the offender to repent and seek restitution, then the local body needs to remove the offender from fellowship. This includes removal from church membership, loss of voting privileges, and the continued loss of intimate fellowship. This needs to be affirmed when the church gathers together (I Corinthians 5:2, 5, 11, 13; 2 Corinthians 2:6). But even at this stage everyone needs to be fully reminded of their responsibilities to the unbelievers, we are to love them (John 3:16), pray for them(1 Tim 2:1), and seek to win them to Christ. What we mustn’t do is act like nothing ever happened and let them think they can live in open wanton sin and still be a member in good standing in the church of God. 

This is, in essence, the Lord carrying out discipline through the action of the entire body under the leadership of the elders or the spiritually mature (I Corinthians 5:4). Similar heavenly authority is seen in the ratification of this disciplinary action as spelled out in Matthew IS:18‑20.

The New Testament does not give any type of time frame for these four stages to be carried out. The elders of each local church should strive to draft some type of church discipline policy for that particular local church to follow.

It is also recommended that the local church have a statement regarding church discipline in their constitution and/or by‑laws. Also, this statement regarding church discipline needs to be part of the information given to the new member. By signing the covenant, the prospective member agrees to submit to the elders and never to take legal actions against the church (I Corinthians 6:1‑8).
