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Lords Day 31c  

Christian Discipline 

Rev. Herman Hoeksema 

 

Q.85.   How is the kingdom of heaven shut and opened by Christian discipline? 

A.   Thus; when according to the command of Christ, those, who under the name of 
Christians, maintain doctrines, or practices inconsistent therewith, and will not, after 
having been often brotherly admonished, renounce their errors and wicked course of 
life, are complained of to the church, or to those, who are thereunto appointed by the 
church; and if they despise their admonition, are by them forbidden the use of the 
sacraments; whereby they are excluded from the Christian church, and by God himself 
from the kingdom of Christ; and when they promise and show real amendment, are 
again received as members of Christ and his church. 

 

Introduction  

The general nature of the keys of the kingdom of heaven is that they represent the power, 
authority, and obligation to open and shut the kingdom of heaven.  That power belongs centrally to 
Christ.  It has been conferred upon the apostles, and through the apostles, it has been referred upon the 
Church.  That power was in the apostles, through the infallible guidance of the Spirit.  And that power is 
in the Church through the word of God, and the guidance of the Spirit in the truth.   

This power is now exercised in the Church, in the first place, by the preaching of the word.  The 
preaching of the word is a key power by which the kingdom of heaven is opened and shut to men.  This 
is so, in the first place, because it is the preaching of the promise.  In the second place, it is a key power 
because it is distinctive; it is the preaching of the promise to the heirs of the promise.  And it is the key 
power, in the third place, because it is preached.  When the word is preached, the one is included in, 
and the other is excluded from, the kingdom of heaven.   

But the key power is also exercised concretely, definitely, personally, through Christian discipline.   

The second key power is distinct from the key power of the word.  It has a much narrower scope.  It 
does not touch all.  But it touches only by the manifest unbeliever.  The hypocrite is not touched by the 
key power of Christian discipline, while the key power of the word touches all.  But in connection with 
this, the key power of the word is spiritual and invisible in its effect, while Christian discipline is visible in 
its effect.   

Theme: Christian Discipline.    

 I.   Its Spiritual Character   

 II.  Its Spiritual Process 

 III.  Its Spiritual Benefit   

 

I. Its Spiritual Character   

The Church must exercise the key power in Christian discipline; and it must exercise individual key 
power.  You will notice that there is a difference between the two.  In the preaching of the word, the key 
never mentions names, and therefore can never banish any one from the Church.  No matter how strict 
the word may be preached, it always leaves the possibility for the hypocrite to remain in the Church, 
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and to outwardly confess that he is a Christian.  The individual Christian’s discipline has to do with the 
visible Church.  The preaching of the word draws the line of the invisible Church in the consciousness of 
men.  The preaching of word never banishes the individual.  But individual Christian discipline does.  It 
tells the individual that he does not belong there.  Or, for it is not all negative, it tells him that he ought 
to be a member.   

Concerning this Christian discipline, we must say, first of all, that it is spiritual.  Anyone that has 
become acquainted with the notions and practices of the Church, especially through the consistory, will 
realize that it is always necessary to bring to the attention of the people of God the truth, that the key 
power of Christian discipline is strictly spiritual.  That is often forgotten.  Frequently, people come to the 
consistory with a case, which really has to do with the question, divide the inheritance with my brother, 
or give me my right, or avenge me of the brother; but that is none of its business.  With that question 
you do not come with the key power, but with the sword power.  The sword power is carnal, earthly.  
And to them you must turn to obtain your right, your inheritance, to be avenged.  With those questions 
you must not come to the consistory.  The consistory does not have the sword, but the key.  Christian 
discipline is not like the punishment of the state.  The state has the sword; but the Church has the keys.   

Let us understand that.  Christian discipline is not motivated by the desire to punish, to meet out 
justice.  If that is our deepest motive, go to the state, but not to the Church.  The Church cannot give 
justice.  The Church must forgive.  If you are merely seeking vengeance, go to the state.  The consistory 
does not have the sword but the key; and you do not apply the key power by taking the brother by the 
throat.  You apply the key power by taking hold of the brother's heart.  The key power, as far as this 
aspect of it is concerned, is rooted in the fact that the sins of the citizens of the kingdom of heaven have 
been blotted out.  And therefore, while the sword power punishes, avenges, maintains justice, the key 
power never does.   

The key power is in the strictest sense spiritual.  That does not make it easier to exercise discipline.  
It is not easy to really exercise discipline.  It is not easy to really exercise the key power.  He that 
personally takes hold of the key power is in more danger of sinning than is he to whom the key power is 
applied.   

The spiritual character of the key power determines, in the first place, the motive from which it 
must be applied.  The motive of sword power is to maintain justice, to obtain one's right to be avenged.  
But the motive of the key power is, love of God, love of Christ, love of the Church, and love of the 
brother.  That only can be the motive of the key power.  Christian discipline is always motivated by love 
of Christ, in the first place, love of the body of Christ, in the second place, and love of the individual in 
that body, in the third place.  That is not easy.   

Remember that Christian discipline is not the work of a certain body in the Church; it is not the work 
of the officers.  The Church exercises discipline.  The Church preaches the word.  The Church exercises 
the key power of the word.  And the Church exercises individual discipline.  Only one individual does not 
exercise discipline over another.  The Church exercises discipline, and it does so from the motive of love.  
That can be the only possible motive of the key power.  And therefore you must not approach the 
consistory with the demand, “Avenge me of the brother, give me my right.”  That has nothing to do with 
Christian discipline.  But you must come to say, “I am sorry, from love of God, from love of the Church, 
and from of the brother, because the brother has walked in a sinful way.”  That is the sole attitude that 
may be assumed by anyone that takes hold of the key.  And anyone that takes hold of the keys from any 
other motive sins more than the one to whom he wants to apply the key power.   

That does not mean that in a material question, there may not be a spiritual question at all.  
Suppose someone steals a certain sum of money from me.  As long as my motive is simply to get my 
money back, you do not apply the key power.  But the question is, the brother has sinned.  If you cannot 
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abstract the question of getting your money back from the fact that the brother has sinned, you do not 
apply the key power.  And concretely, when anyone comes to the consistory and says, “My brother has 
stolen my money, please see that you get it back for me,” the consistory should always say, “Except for 
the spiritual question involved, we have nothing to do with it.”  That is not easy.  It is easier to go to the 
sword power.  Then you do not have to love the brother.  When you go to the sword power, you simply 
say, “He stole my money, see that you get it back for me.”  You do not take your brother by the heart, 
but by the throat.   

This also determines the spiritual character of the purpose of Christian discipline.  As the motive is 
spiritual, so the purpose is spiritual.  The purpose is not to punish, to meet out justice, but the purpose is 
the glory of God in Christ, and the return of the brother.  If a brother defrauds you of your estate, the 
purpose of Christian discipline is not the return of your estate, but the return of the brother.  That is not 
easy.  That is contrary to our nature.  But that is Christian discipline.   

That determines, in the third place, who are the objects of the key power.  The kingdom of heaven is 
also opened and shut by Christian discipline.  The catechism seemingly goes out from the supposition 
that the kingdom of heaven is shut by Christian discipline, and that it is opened again when the brother 
returns.  But we must not forget that discipline is the exercising of the key power.  And the key power 
determines who shall, and who shall not be admitted to the Church.   

The Church consists of believers and their children.  They are to be admitted to the Church, and to 
the sacraments.  Children are admitted to baptism by the key power.  And believers are admitted to the 
Lord's Supper by the key power.  And the key power is applied to children when they make confession of 
faith.  They do not join Church when they make confession.  They are members.  There are only two 
groups in the Church.  They are the believers and their children.  They are admitted to the Church.  All 
the rest are excluded.  From that point of view, it is a mistake that, so-called, baptized members are not 
excommunicated, instead of being erased from the books.  They are members of the Church, and they 
should be excommunicated by the key power, instead of being erased from the books.  And that also 
determines that one that has come to years of discretion can only be excommunicated as a manifest 
unbeliever.  Christian discipline does not exclude the sinner from the Church.  The sinner, even though 
his sin be as great as that of murder, is not excluded by the key power.  Sinners are not excluded.  
Because at their head stands one who has blotted out their sins.  The fact that a man is a sinner does not 
exclude him.  But this one thing does, that he is an impenitent sinner.  The sinner that never comes to 
repentance is excluded from the Church by the key power.  And as it makes no difference how great a 
sinner one may be, if he repent he is not excluded; so it does not matter how comparatively small a 
man's sine may be, if he does not repent, he is to be excluded.  A man that commits murder, and 
repents, is a child of God.  And a man that speaks one idle word, and does not repent, is outside the 
kingdom of heaven.  If a man does not repent of a little sin, he has not learned to repent at all.  There is 
only one sin that excludes from the kingdom of heaven.   

That is the sin of impenitence.  If you ask, who are the objects of this key power in this second form, 
the answer is: believers and their children are included in the kingdom of heaven by it, and all the others 
are shut out.   

II.  Its Spiritual Process  

This spiritual character of the key power, also determines the spiritual process.   

Christian discipline is a spiritual process.  The method to be employed is that of admonition, to bring 
to the brother to repentance.  The key power is employed, so as to cover all sin.   

Christian discipline is to keep the sin within the circle in which that sin is known.  That is not so with 
the sword power.  The sword power publishes the sin of the sinner in the newspapers in glaring 
headlines.  But the Church keeps the sin of the brother as secret as it naturally is.  If the sin is between 



 178 

you and him, you deal with it between you and him.  That is not your privilege.  That is your sacred duty.  
For the reason is, love of the brother.  It is not love to cover up the sin of the brother; and it is not love 
when four, or five, or six others jump in between to try and cover up the sin of the brother.  You must go 
to the brother and admonish him, and seek to bring him to repentance.  That is not a privilege.  That is 
your duty.   

And the process is, not that you talk it over with a half dozen others first, but that you keep it where 
the sin is known.  If it is known to you only, you go to him alone and admonish him.  When we read: tell 
it to the Church, it does not mean, tell every individual.  That is wicked.  That is not discipline.  But 
starting from the motive of love, you try to keep the sin of the brother covered as long as possible.  Lest 
the name of Christ, His body, and the brother be put to shame.  If the sin is committed in a group, then 
the group must admonish the brother.  That is duty.  And when the whole Church knows about it, it is 
the calling of the Church to step in and that for the sake of God, and of the Church, and of the brother, 
but always from the motive of love.   

You must go to the brother.  Not once, but repeatedly.  You must not go to him once and then come 
to the consistory.  You must admonish the brother repeatedly.  That is fundamental.  Some will go to the 
brother just once, and if he will not hear him the first time, he will immediately get his witnesses and go 
again, and if he will not hear then, they immediately go to the consistory and tell the Church.  That is 
devilish.  That is not the exercise of Christian discipline.  Christian discipline is difficult because the 
offended party must go to the one that has offended him.  And he must go to him, not to seek 
vengeance or justice, but because he loves him.  His motive must be to win the brother.  If he does not 
go to the brother in that way, his motive is devilish.  He must crucify the flesh and go to the brother in 
love and seek to bring him back.  You must go to him and say, “You have sinned against me, but I did not 
come to you to talk about that, or to seek justice.  But you are walking in a sinful way, and I come to 
bring you back from your sinful way.”  And if he will not hear you the first time, you go again and again.  
And if it becomes manifest that he will not hear you, then you must go to him with witnesses.  If it 
becomes plain to you that you cannot save him alone, then you take witnesses along with you.   

Of course your brother's sin is still a secret.  You haven't been talking about it to your neighbor over 
the back fence.  It is simply hypocrisy to take witnesses along with you to win back the brother if the 
whole congregation knows about it.  And you go with these witnesses repeatedly, if necessary.  These 
witnesses must also admonish the brother.  When you come to the consistory with witnesses, these 
witnesses do not come to prove that the accusation against the brother is true.  They come as 
admonishing witnesses.   

If then he will not hear the witnesses either, then you tell it to the Church.  And that for the same 
reason, namely, that it is the well being of the Church, and of the brother, and the glory of Christ that is 
at stake.  But it must be that reason and motive.  That is serious.  That is why, when a matter is brought 
to the consistory, the purpose is not to find the brother guilty, but to bring him back.   

Hence the consistory must proceed step by step.  Sometimes people complain that a case of 
discipline lasts so long.  But the Church must proceed step by step, for the well being of the brother is at 
stake.  In the first place, the brother must be barred from the Lord's Supper.  In the second place, the sin 
must be announced to the Church, without mentioning the name of the brother.  In the third place, in 
the meantime, admonishing the brother continually, the consistory must come to the congregation and 
mention his name.  And, in the fourth place, when the brother has shown that he is impenitent, he must 
be excommunicated.  If the Church becomes convinced that the love of Christ is not in him, they must 
set him outside of the Church and of the kingdom of heaven.  If the Church becomes convinced, in that 
way, that the love of Christ is not in him, it can with a free conscience say that he is outside.   
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III.  Its Spiritual Benefit   

That is spiritually beneficent.   

It is of benefit to the brother.  The key power is salvation to the brother.  Not when the key is not 
applied, is his salvation.  Not when he words off that key power.  Not when others step in and try to 
ward it off.  It is not of benefit to the wicked.   

The wicked must be barred by the key power, In the first place, in order that the name of God be 
not profaned.  The purpose of the Church is that the name of God may become glorious in and through 
her.  And if any member of the Church lives in sin, he becomes a blot on the name of the Lord.  The 
Church cannot allow such a one to sail under the flag of the Church.  The Church must put such a one 
out of her midst.  The Love of Christ demands it.   

In that sense the key power is also beneficent.  It keeps the Church pure.  When all kings of 
poisonous sores break out in a body, that body is already sick.  And the Church that does not exercise 
discipline is already sick.  We have such Churches that are ready to accept all.  It happens time and 
again, that some one about to be excommunicated from a certain Church leaves and goes to another 
Church and is accepted.  The Church that does not exercise discipline is sick.  It may seem nice to bring 
as many as possible into the Church and to put their names on the books.  But the result is that a little 
leaven leaveneth the whole lump.  If the Church opens the door to all who will come in, the body 
becomes corrupt, and it ends up with the rankest modernism.  That is history.  The Church that does not 
exercise discipline is sick.  While the Church that does exercise discipline, from the motive described 
above, is healthy and prospers.  The second effect is that the brother will be saved.  But in order to have 
this effect, you must bring him to repentance.  Love of the brother demands it.  It is not love to pat him 
on the back.  You must tell him of his sin and seek to bring him to repentance.  For only they who repent 
and believe are members of the kingdom of heaven.  And the third effect will be, that the wicked will be 
cast out.  And the Church will prosper, and grow in the grace and knowledge of the Savior.    

 


