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This is the fourth lesson in a series upon our church covenant, which reads as follows. 
 
Foreasmuch as Almighty God1, by His Grace2, has been pleased to call us out of darkness into His 
marvelous light3, and all of us have been regularly baptized4 upon a profession of our faith in Christ 
Jesus5, and have given up ourselves to the Lord6, and to one another in a gospel church way7, to be 
governed and guided by a proper discipline8, agreeable to the word of God9. We do 
therefore in the name of our Lord Jesus10, and by His assistance11, covenant, and 
agree to keep the discipline of the church we are members of12, in the most brotherly 
affection toward each other13, we endeavor particularly to observe the following rules. 
 
In brotherly love to pray for each other14, to watch over one another15, and if need be in the most 
tender and affectionate manner, to reprove one another16. 
 
We also agree, with God’s assistance to pray in our families17, attend our church meetings18, observe 
the Lord’s day and keep it holy19, and not absent ourselves from the communion of the Lord’s 
supper and feet washing without a lawful excuse20, to be ready to communicate to the defraying of 
the church’s expenses21, and for the support of the ministry22, not irregularly depart from the 
fellowship of the church23, nor to remove to distance churches without a regular dismission24. 
 
These things we do covenant and agree to observe and keep sacred25 in the name of and by 
assistance of God, the Father, Son and Holy Spirit26. 
 

We have come to an understanding of what it means to be a church member: members are those 
individuals who have been called by God to the church, who have professed that Jesus is the 
Christ, the Son of the living God before the church, who have been baptized (immersed in water) 
by a disciple of Jesus Christ in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost by the 
church, and who have covenanted with the church to love, to sacrifice, and to be unified to God 
and to one another.  
 
The church that members covenant into is what is known in ecclesiology (the study of the 
church) as “the visible church”. It is the church that we can see on earth and, because of sin, it is 
comprised of regenerate and unregenerate members. There is also what is known as “the 
invisible church” which is comprised of sinless, regenerate members.  It is the church that we 
cannot see, but we can perceive its presence, on earth. 
 
Only the individuals who meet the prerequisites for membership are the members that form the 
visible church, which is called the body of Christ, which is the visible representation of Christ 
here upon the earth.  
 

1 Corinthians 12:27 Now ye are the body of Christ, and members in particular. 
 
No one else is included in the visible church and Jesus the Christ, the Son of the living God, is 
the head of the body called the church. 
 

Colossians 1:17-18 17 And he is before all things, and by him all things consist. 18 And 
he is the head of the body, the church: who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead; 
that in all things he might have the preeminence. 
 

No one else may “have the preeminence” in the visible church. Even though God has given men 
ministerial roles within the church, they are for the church, and there for Jesus Christ. 
 

1 Corinthians 12:28 28 And God hath set some in the church, first apostles, 
secondarily prophets, thirdly teachers, after that miracles, then gifts of healings, helps, 
governments, diversities of tongues. 
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Ephesians 4:11-12 11 And he gave some, apostles; and some, prophets; and some, 
evangelists; and some, pastors and teachers; 12 For the perfecting of the saints, for the work 
of the ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ: 
 

As we begin to look at the subject of discipline according to our church covenant, we must grasp 
that discipline is only applicable to the members of the church, and that discipline includes all in 
the church who form the body of Christ. The covenant states that members give themselves up 
(in love, by sacrifice, and in unity) to God and each other: “to be governed and guided by a 
proper discipline, agreeable to the word of God. We do therefore in the name of our Lord Jesus, 
and by His assistance, covenant, and agree to keep the discipline of the church we are members 
of”, “and if need be in the most tender and affectionate manner, to reprove one another”. 
 
Discipline has more than one meaning and two meanings (from Webster’s 1828) are 
represented here in our covenant:  
 

1. Rule of government; method of regulating principles and practice; as the discipline 
prescribed for the church. 

 
This is the “proper discipline, agreeable to the word of God” which we “agree to keep”. 
 

2. In ecclesiastical affairs, the execution of the laws by which the church is governed, and 
infliction of the penalties enjoined against offenders, who profess the religion of Jesus 
Christ. 

 
This is the application of the “proper discipline, agreeable to the word of God” when we fail to 
“agree to keep” it and must “reprove one another”. 
 
We will begin to consider the first meaning in this lesson and endeavor to answer the question: 
“What is the discipline of the church?”. Or, in other words, “What are the rules, regulations, 
principles, and practices of the church according to the scriptures?” or, more specifically, “What 
is the discipline of an orthodox church?” Let us also define the word “orthodox” (from Webster’s 
1828): 
 

1. Sound in the Christian faith; believing the genuine doctrines taught in the Scriptures; 
opposed to heretical; as an orthodox Christian. 

2. According with the doctrines of Scripture; as an orthodox creed or faith. 
 
When we covenant to maintain “proper discipline, agreeable to the word of God”, we covenant 
to maintain orthodoxy, which is summarized in our creeds and confessions, particularly or 
distinctly as an American Orthodox Baptist church, in the Philadelphia Baptist Confession of 
1742, which is based upon the Second London Baptist Confession of 1689, which is based upon 
the scriptures.  
 
To define the “proper discipline…of the church” we then must know the scriptures, or else we 
will fall into undisciplined error. 
 

Matthew 22:29 Jesus answered and said unto them, Ye do err, not knowing the 
scriptures, nor the power of God. 
 

And it is the members’ responsibility to know what the scriptures say about the discipline of the 
church. 
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Acts 17:10-12 10 And the brethren immediately sent away Paul and Silas by night unto Berea: 
who coming thither went into the synagogue of the Jews. 11 These were more noble than those in 
Thessalonica, in that they received the word with all readiness of mind, and searched 
the scriptures daily, whether those things were so. 12 Therefore many of them 
believed; also of honourable women which were Greeks, and of men, not a few. 
 

And it is not only the commandments in the scriptures that define the discipline of the church, 
but also the examples in the scriptures. 

 
Romans 15:4 For whatsoever things were written aforetime were written for our 
learning, that we through patience and comfort of the scriptures might have hope. 
 

And it is the whole of the scriptures (by commandment and in example) that continually instruct 
the members in the complete doctrine and practice (discipline) of the church, not only when 
they meet together, but as they live together.  
 

2 Timothy 3:14-17 14 But continue thou in the things which thou hast learned and hast been 
assured of, knowing of whom thou hast learned them; 15 And that from a child thou hast known 
the holy scriptures, which are able to make thee wise unto salvation through faith which is in 
Christ Jesus. 16 All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, 
for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: 17 That the man of God may 
be perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works. 
 

This may seem to be a long lead-in to our subject of the discipline of the church, but to define 
these terms and to point to the scriptures as the beginning point of our understanding, is 
foundational: 
 

1 Corinthians 3:9-11 9 For we are labourers together with God: ye are God's husbandry, ye 
are God's building. 10 According to the grace of God which is given unto me, as a wise 
masterbuilder, I have laid the foundation, and another buildeth thereon. But let every man 
take heed how he buildeth thereupon. 11 For other foundation can no man lay than that is 
laid, which is Jesus Christ. 
 
Ephesians 2:19-22 19 Now therefore ye are no more strangers and foreigners, but 
fellowcitizens with the saints, and of the household of God; 20 And are built upon the 
foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the chief corner stone; 
21 In whom all the building fitly framed together groweth unto an holy temple in the 
Lord: 22 In whom ye also are builded together for an habitation of God through the 
Spirit. 
 

Without the foundation of the scriptures (apostles and prophets), he “in whom” the church is 
“fitly framed” and “builded together” no longer has “the preeminence”. When men decide what 
the discipline of the church should be outside the scriptures, the head becomes secondary as the 
body becomes primary, and a headless body is a dead body. That is what we are avoiding 
through orthodoxy. If the church is the body of Jesus Christ, it may only be so with the head in 
his rightful place of preeminence. Members and Christians, you are not first, you are secondary 
or tertiary. The church is not about you, it is about Jesus Christ. You are a member of a body 
and that body has a head who is not you. 
 
Let us now return to our original questions: “What is the discipline of the church?”, “What are 
the rules, regulations, principles, and practices of the church according to the scriptures?”, 
“What is the discipline of an orthodox church?”. 
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We defined discipline (from Webster’s 1828) as “Rule of government; method of regulating 
principles and practice;” and “the execution of the laws by which the church is governed, and 
infliction of the penalties enjoined against offenders”. Rules, principles, and laws are what we 
would generally call “doctrine” and the application of those things in executing and governing 
are what we would generally call “practice”.  
 
In upcoming lessons, we will expound upon the doctrine and practice of the discipline of the 
church from the scriptures in these areas that will take us through the balance of the church 
covenant: 
 

1. Family Government: What is the governmental structure of the family? What are the 
responsibilities of families (households) in (and to) the church?  

2. Church Government: What is the governmental structure of the church? Who can be 
ordained to church government? What are the responsibilities of the church government 
to members and members to those ordained to church government? 

3. Meeting: Why do we meet on Sunday? What about other meeting days and times? 
What is required in a church meeting? 

4. Service: What does it mean to serve as a member of the church? Who can serve? 
5. Worship: Why do we sing, pray, and preach on Sunday? Is the church meeting the only 

prescribed place and time for worship?  
6. Lord’s Supper: Why do we eat the bread and drink the wine? Who can participate in 

the Lord’s Supper? When should the Lord’s Supper be celebrated? 
7. Feet Washing: Why do we wash feet? Who can participate in feet washing? When 

should we conduct feet washing? 
8. Benevolence and Support: Are members required to donate money to the church? 

How should the church use money in its fund?  
9. Correction (Discipline): When should members be corrected? How should 

disciplinary measures be applied?  
10. Transition: When should members move to another church? How is a transition in 

membership completed? 


