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I called this sermon, “The third mark of the church,” and those of you who are church nerds might 
know where that comes from. It comes from the Belgic Confession. The Belgic Confession is one of our 
church’s confessions. It’s a document that gives a summary of how we understand the Bible. The Belgic 
Confession covers a wide variety of theological topics, including the church.  

One of the things it covers are the marks of the true church. How do you know if a church is legitimate? 
How do you know if it is a body that actually follows Jesus as opposed to being a “company of hypocrites’? The 
Belgic Confession says that there are three marks you should look for. Do you know them? The first mark of 
the church is “the pure preaching of the gospel.” The second mark of the church is the pure administration of 
the sacraments. The third mark of the church…drum roll please … is the practice of church discipline. “The true 
church practices discipline for correcting faults.” That’s a quote from article 29. If a church is functioning 
properly, it exercises discipline among its members. A church that does not exercise discipline is missing 
something essential. 

The first two marks of the church are what you’d expect to see on a list of the true marks of a church. 
This third mark might be unexpected. Why discipline? How is discipline essential? The whole idea might make 
us uncomfortable. After all church discipline has some negative associations to us. We remember some of the 
public shaming that used to be involved in church discipline. 50 years ago church discipline meant teenagers 
who had premarital sex resulting in a pregnancy were asked to stand up in front of the church and confess 
their sin. A humiliating experience. 

Or we remember how it went with John Calvin and Michael Servetus. Servetus was a teacher whom 
Calvin, and most other theologians of his day judged to be a heretic. He constantly, and in a particularly 
annoying fashion, argued with Calvin. So, Calvin and the other leaders in Geneva had him arrested, and 
burned him at the stake. 

Or maybe we remember the story told in one of Sietze Buning’s poems, a poem called 
Excommunication. Bennie Ploegster is an alcoholic. He’s an addict who can’t seem to overcome his addiction 
and so finally the church decides to excommunicate him. The Dominae (the minister) says that the 
excommunication would be a good thing. “It sharpens a church,” he says. So, they read the form in church on 
a Sunday, and Bennie shows up for the reading. Not only does Bennie show up, when the form is read, he 
stands to hear his sentence. 

Because of these sorts of stories, for most of my ministry, there hasn’t been much punitive church 
discipline. For most of my ministry, this kind of confrontational discipline did not mark the church. In 32 years 
of ministry, I have never heard the form for excommunication read. I don’t even know of a case in another 
church where that form has been read. If I were to announce at our next congregational meeting, “Hey 
everyone, the council has been talking and we are going to make 2025 the year of discipline.” How would you 
feel about that? Uncomfortable, probably. Uncertain. 

Today, I would like to think about this mark of the church using this classic text on Discipline: Matthew 
18:15-20. I want to say three things about discipline, all based on this text. These three points will not be of 
equal length. First, this text shows us that the church needs to be a place where our relationships with one 
another include confrontation and sometimes punitive discipline. Sometimes we need to confront our brother 
or our sister and tell them they are wrong and their sin is causing hurt. And sometimes, if they are belligerent 
or unrepentant, there needs to be consequences. This kind of discipline is necessary in any healthy 
relationship or a community. A friendship without any confrontation or honest disagreement will never be a 
really close friendship. A marriage that avoids all conflict and confrontation will not be a healthy marriage.  



 

And, of course, as we all know, trying to raise your child without discipline will not work. This passage makes it 
clear: a church needs to practice some sort of corrective discipline.  

It’s important to see that corrective discipline needs a broader context. Here’s the second point: We 
should think of discipline as discipleship. Both biblically and practically, negative, punitive discipline is meant 
to happen in a context of positive discipleship. When you think of discipline as a mark of the church, don’t 
start by thinking about the negative stuff, the punitive side. Think of discipline as discipleship. Punitive 
discipline is a small category within a much bigger category of discipleship. Discipleship includes all the things 
we do together and for each other to help each other follow Jesus and most of those are not negative and 
don’t involve any punishment. Going to a Bible study with friends and wrestling over a passage as you try to 
apply it to your life is discipline. Coming alongside of someone who is struggling and offering them words of 
encouragement is discipline. Becoming a children’s worship leader and telling stories to the next generation is 
a kind of discipline.  

Back in 1985, Richard Foster published his classic book, The Celebration of Discipline. Sounds ominous, 
right? Is this book a celebration of punishment? But it’s not about punishment. It’s a book about discipleship. 
Foster identified and celebrated all the disciplines of the church, practices that the church has used for 
generations, practices that help us follow Jesus. They include meditation, prayer, fasting, study, simplicity, 
solitude, submission, service, confession, worship, guidance and celebration. I think you can hear that these 
are almost all positive practices. Submission and confession give space for the necessary corrective side of 
discipline, but mostly this is about discipleship. The mark of a true church is that the people in that community 
really want to follow Jesus. They want to be disciples and they want to help each other be disciples together. 

Together. That brings me to the part of discipline that I want to talk about most tonight. Earlier in the 
sermon I mentioned that we don’t see much punitive discipline in the church any more. There are multiple 
reasons for that. One of them is definitely that we live in a more tolerant, less judgmental age and that’s 
definitely affected the church. But there is another reason discipline has fallen off. Discipline has changed 
because the nature of church communities has changed. Church communities are weaker. The bonds between 
us aren’t as strong as they used to be. When I think of how strong the bonds within a church used to be, I 
think of Rod Jager’s book, 80 Acres. It’s his memoir of being raised in a CRC near Falmouth, Michigan many 
years ago. When you read the book you have a sense of how stable the community was. There wasn’t much 
mobility. People stayed and they married into each other’s families. They did business with one another. They 
didn’t venture far off. I remember in one of the chapters Jager talks about a grand trip that his family took to 
an exotic faraway place. It was the furthest they’d ever been from home. Where did they go? Imlay City. 
In a church community like that, full of people who are deeply knit into the fabric of your social life and maybe 
into the fabric of your economic life, discipline is different. A word of rebuke had real weight and the threat of 
exclusion was a real threat. 

But nowadays, people are more mobile and churches are less connected. So the word of rebuke or the 
threat of exclusion isn’t nearly so serious. For example: you find out that Van Vandersma is engaged in 
ungodly behavior. So, you try to apply official discipline to Mr. Vandersma and tell him that he needs to speak 
to some elders.  What will happen? What often happens is Van Vandersma just leaves your church. There’s a 
Presbyterian church over there, a congregational church up yonder, and a Methodist church on Elm Street 
that will be happy to have him. Discipline doesn’t work without community. Community and discipline go 
hand in hand.   

That’s something that our Bible passage this evening makes very clear. Look at Matthew 18:15-20 and 
the passages surrounding it and you’ll see what I mean. Matthew 18 is sort of the defining Bible passage when 
it comes to church discipline and confrontation. There is that neat set of steps laid out that help us deal with 
sin in our midst. I don’t want to dwell on these steps today although there is certainly lots more we could say 
about them. What I would like to point to today, and what caught my attention this week, is the verses that 
surround the steps.  Because they are centered on community. In Matthew 18 church discipline has  
community as its starting point, and it has community as its goal. 



 

In verse 15 you can tell that community is the starting point of discipline because Jesus says when a 
“brother” sins against you. Brother and sister are such a common New Testament way of talking about fellow 
church members that you can read right past it without letting the force of the image touch you. But the 
assumption is that this person is like family. This is not the church police coming to investigate a nameless 
member, this is not an anonymous confrontation, this is a sister coming to talk to a brother about a concern.   
The discipline happens within a bond of deep love and trust.   

You see the connection between discipline and community at the end of the passage too. Our text 
ends with one of the most comforting, one of the strongest statements of community in the whole New 
Testament. “Wherever 2 or three are gathered in my name, there am I with them.” I love community so much, 
says God, that when people gather together in my name, I am especially present. I love it when people get 
together in my name. When Jesus teaches the church how to confront, he assumes this confrontation takes 
place within the context of a community. It’s not strangers pointing fingers at each other. For Jesus the 
discipline begins in community and assumes close community. 

In the real world it’s easy to see how community is crucial to discipline. Growing up I was not a perfect 
high school boy, but in the broad spectrum of high school behaviors I was pretty straight laced. I had all the 
base desires and curiosities of your typical high school student, but fortunately I only acted on a few of them (I 
won’t tell you which ones). Why did I steer clear of most of the trouble? It was the discipline of my parents.  
Part of that discipline was the things that they taught me. They taught me how to behave. They showed me 
right from wrong. They gave me many instructions. Sometimes, though not often, they punished me. 

But when it came to me staying in my lane, far more important than the words of instruction or the 
severity of their punishment was the nature of my relationship with them. What kept me out of trouble was 
the fact that I loved my parents, I knew that they loved me, and I didn’t want to let them down. I didn’t want 
to disappoint them. My relationship with my parents was the most important human relationship in my life 
and I didn’t want to weaken it. The effective power of my parent’s discipline was completely dependent on 
the strength of our family community. I didn’t keep my parent’s rules because they were so well explained to 
me, I kept them because I loved and trusted my parents.   

Discipline begins with community. Whether it’s in a family or in a church, any attempt to discipline 
someone outside of a loving relationship will be doomed to failure. It will just make the other person bitter 
and drive them away. 

In Matthew 18 discipline not only begins with community, it also has community as its goal. If you are 
going to understand this passage correctly, you have to see the story Jesus tells right before it. It’s Matthew’s 
version of the parable of the lost sheep. God is compared to a shepherd who cares so much about even one 
lost sheep that he is willing to leave all the rest on the hills and go off into the wilderness just to find the one 
stray. “For the Lord is not willing that any of these little ones should be lost.” The call to be a community of 
discipline is rooted in the character and desire of the Good Shepherd, and the Good Shepherd is concerned 
that not one of these little ones be lost.  

Why do we engage in discipline? It’s not primarily to protect the truth. It’s not primarily to keep the 
church pure. Truth and purity are definitely important. You don’t push them aside. But they are ruled by love, 
and infused by love. Church discipline that talks about principles without caring deeply for people will do great 
harm. Seeking truth and purity without love will do great damage. Church discipline is about trying to bring the 
lost sheep back to the fold.  

You see that also in 1 Corinthians. Paul urges the Corinthian church to discipline a man who is guilty of 
a particularly heinous sexual sin. Paul wants them to kick this man out of the church. Why? “So that his sinful 
nature may be destroyed and his Spirit saved on the day of the Lord.” The goal is restoration and 
reconciliation. Our father in heaven is not willing that even one of these little ones should be lost. Discipline is 
about community. It begins with community. It has community as its goal. 

One of my favorite images of the church is the image of the church as a pilgrim people, travelling on a 
road through the wilderness on their way to the New Jerusalem. Kind of like Israel travelling through the 



 

desert from Egypt into the promised land. We’re kind of a weary, dusty, worn-out group but we keep our eyes 
forward and we keep pushing ahead.   

In that image of the church, discipline is all the little ways in which we encourage each other on that 
journey. If we see one of our fellow travelers is tired we give them some words of support. If they’re, injured 
we give them help. If their wounds are bad enough, we may have to carry them. We all take turns leaning on 
each other and being leaned on. If someone loses the path we call them back, “Hey they road goes this way, 
don’t go there, that’s a dead end.” If one of our travelling party suddenly disappears we don’t simply shrug our 
shoulders and say, “Oh well”; we go looking for them. Discipline is all the ways in which we as a community of 
pilgrims encourage, support and confront each other as we follow Christ. Because we all want to make it to 
the New Jerusalem. 

As we move into the future, as we weary travelers continue our pilgrimage through the wilderness, 
may there be discipline here. May there be encouragement. May there be comfort. May there be honest 
confrontation. May there be community. May we all make it to the New Jerusalem.        ©Rev. Peter Jonker 
  
  
 


