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Introduction 
 
 

Lesson 23 addressed the harder side of church discipline: the biblical mandate, the four-stage process, the sins 

that warrant formal action, and the spirit of humility, love, and patient pursuit that the process requires. This 

lesson addresses the better side, the side toward which the entire discipline process has always been aimed. When 

the Matthew 18 process, the 1 Corinthians 5 instruction, or the broader pastoral address of 2 Thessalonians 3 

produces what it was designed to produce, genuine repentance, genuine return, genuine covenant renewal, what 

should happen? How does the community that has had the courage to exercise discipline find the grace to exercise 

restoration? What does it look like when the prodigal comes home? 

Second Corinthians 2:5-11 is the New Testament's most direct and most theologically rich account of the 

restoration of a disciplined member. It is, almost certainly, the sequel to the 1 Corinthians 5 situation: the man 

who had been formally excluded from the Corinthian fellowship for the immorality Paul addressed in the first 

letter has repented, and Paul is now instructing the congregation to receive him back. The instruction Paul gives 

is as direct and as demanding as the instruction to exclude was: 'on the contrary you should rather forgive and 

comfort him, otherwise such a one might be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. Wherefore I urge you to reaffirm 

your love for him' (verses 7-8). The restoration is not optional, not provisional, not hedged with extended 

probationary conditions that amount to a permanent suspension of the member's full covenant standing. It is as 

definitive as the exclusion was: the one who was excluded is to be forgiven, comforted, and reaffirmed in love. 

The parable of the prodigal son in Luke 15:11-32 provides the pastoral and theological vision that makes 2 

Corinthians 2's instruction not merely comprehensible but irresistible. The father who ran toward his returning 

son, who fell on his neck and kissed him before the son had completed his prepared speech, who called for the 

robe and the ring and the fatted calf and the music and the dancing, this is the vision of restoration that the 

discipline process was always pointing toward. Not the reluctant, probationary, heavily conditioned reception of 

someone who has served their institutional penalty, but the joyful, generous, complete, covenantal welcome of 

the one who was lost and is found, who was dead and is alive again. This is the goal. This is the success condition 

for the entire discipline enterprise. 

The lesson also addresses two dangers that the restoration process must navigate: the danger of insufficient 

restoration (the congregation that excludes but never truly forgives, that withholds full welcome from the 

repentant member long after repentance has been genuinely demonstrated) and the danger of premature 

restoration (the congregation that restores too quickly on the basis of insufficient evidence of genuine repentance, 

allowing the restoration to degenerate into the mere reversal of an institutional decision). Both dangers are real; 

both are addressed in the apostolic texts; and both require the pastoral wisdom, the communal discernment, and 

the Spirit-guided judgment that the elders and congregation must bring to the restoration process with the same 

seriousness they bring to the discipline process itself. 
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I.   THE GOAL REALIZED 

When Discipline Produces What It Was Designed to Produce 

 
 

A.   The Anatomy of Genuine Repentance 

The restoration process begins with the question that determines everything else: is the repentance genuine? The 

community that exercised the difficult, costly, graduated discipline of Matthew 18 did so for the purpose of 

producing genuine repentance and genuine covenant renewal. The repentance it is now receiving must be 

assessed with the same theological seriousness that the discipline itself required. Not every expression of remorse 

is genuine repentance; not every verbal acknowledgment of wrongdoing is the heart transformation that genuine 

restoration requires. The community that rushes to restoration on the basis of insufficient evidence of genuine 

repentance has undermined the discipline process at its most crucial juncture and has allowed the return to 

become a reversal of an institutional decision rather than the reception of a genuinely restored covenant member. 

Paul's famous distinction in 2 Corinthians 7:10 between godly sorrow and worldly sorrow is the most precise New 

Testament account of the difference between genuine repentance and its counterfeit: 'For the sorrow that is 

according to the will of God produces a repentance without regret, leading to salvation, but the sorrow of the 

world produces death.' Godly sorrow is oriented toward God: it is the recognition that the sin has been, first and 

fundamentally, an offense against the holy God whose covenant the sinner has broken. Worldly sorrow is oriented 

toward consequences: it is the remorse of one who regrets the negative outcomes of the sin, the lost relationships, 

the damaged reputation, the institutional consequences, without genuine recognition of the sin's character as an 

offense against God and against the covenant community. Godly sorrow produces repentance without regret, a 

permanent, settled turning from the sin. Worldly sorrow produces a temporary emotional state that may look like 

repentance but that has not yet reached the God-ward orientation that genuine repentance requires. 

The pastoral challenge of discerning genuine from worldly sorrow is one of the most delicate and most important 

responsibilities the elders bear in the restoration process. The member who has been under discipline is 

experiencing real consequences, the loss of covenant fellowship, the weight of the community's formal address, 

the painful recognition of having broken covenant with those she loves. The remorse those consequences produce 

may be genuine godly sorrow or may be primarily worldly sorrow; the discernment between the two requires the 

patient, Spirit-dependent, pastoral observation over time that the elders must bring to the situation. The question 

is not whether the member is unhappy about her situation, she certainly is, but whether the unhappiness has 

become the God-oriented, sin-acknowledging, covenant-renewing repentance that 2 Corinthians 7:10 describes. 

When the elders are confident that the answer is yes, the restoration should proceed without further delay. 

 

B.   The Proper Response to Genuine Repentance 

Second Corinthians 2:6-8 establishes the proper response to genuine repentance with the same directness that 1 

Corinthians 5 established the proper response to unrepented sin: 'Sufficient for such a one is this punishment 

which was inflicted by the majority, so that on the contrary you should rather forgive and comfort him, otherwise 

such a one might be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. Wherefore I urge you to reaffirm your love for him.' The 

response to genuine repentance is three-fold: forgiveness, comfort, and reaffirmation of love. Each of these is 
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significant in itself, and together they constitute the complete covenant restoration that the discipline process 

was designed to make possible. 

The forgiveness is the most theologically fundamental of the three: the community's formal release of the member 

from the covenant judgment that the discipline enacted. The forgiveness is not merely a psychological gesture of 

goodwill, a decision to feel positively toward the restored member, but the formal reversal of the covenant status 

that the discipline imposed. The one who was excluded is now included; the one who was treated as a Gentile and 

a tax collector is now received as a covenant brother; the one who was removed from the Lord's Table is now 

welcomed back to the Table of the covenant community. The forgiveness is complete, decisive, and unreserved: 

Paul does not instruct the Corinthians to forgive provisionally, to forgive with ongoing conditions attached, or to 

forgive while maintaining a modified covenant status for the restored member. The forgiveness is the full 

restoration of the covenant standing that the discipline had suspended. 

The comfort is the pastoral dimension of the restoration: the community's active effort to address the genuine 

suffering that the discipline process has produced in the repentant member. The member who has been under 

formal discipline has experienced the most painful pastoral act that the covenant community can perform; even 

when the discipline was entirely justified and entirely necessary, the experience of formal exclusion from the 

fellowship table and the Lord's Table is a form of suffering that the community has imposed and that the 

community now has a pastoral responsibility to help heal. The comfort is not the softening of the discipline's 

message, the sin was real, the exclusion was appropriate, the repentance is now required, but the community's 

genuine, personal, relational engagement with the restored member's healing process, demonstrating in the most 

practical terms that the discipline was an act of love and that the love has not been withdrawn by the member's 

experience of the discipline's consequences. 

 

II.   THE PARABLE OF THE PRODIGAL SON 

Luke 15 and the Vision of Restoration 

 
 

A.   The Father Who Ran 

Luke 15:11-32 is the theological and pastoral vision that gives the discipline-and-restoration process its ultimate 

shape. The parable is addressed to the Pharisees and scribes who murmured about Jesus receiving sinners and 

eating with them (Luke 15:1-2), but its pastoral application to the restoration of the disciplined member is 

immediate and compelling: this is what the covenant community's reception of the returning prodigal should look 

like. The younger son's departure into the far country with his share of the estate, his subsequent dissolution and 

destitution, his coming to himself in the pig pen, and his rehearsed speech of repentance, all of these correspond 

to the narrative of the member who has gone astray into the sin that the discipline process addressed. And the 

father's response is the model for the community's response when the repentant member returns. 

The father who saw his son while he was still a great way off, who ran toward him, who fell on his neck and kissed 

him before the son could complete his prepared speech of contrition, this is the image of genuine restoration. The 

father does not wait in the house for the son to come and knock and present his credentials for readmission. He 

goes out to meet him. He sees him coming. He runs. He does not wait for the son to demonstrate an extended 

period of good behavior before extending the welcome; he extends the welcome at the first sign of genuine 
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return. The robe and the ring and the sandals, the restoration of the son's status in the household, are not awarded 

at the end of a probationary period; they are given immediately, lavishly, decisively, as the unambiguous 

declaration that the son who was lost is found, that the son who was dead is alive, and that his return is cause for 

celebration rather than for extended institutional processing. 

The pastoral implication for the community is clear: when genuine repentance is evident, the restoration should 

be joyful, generous, and immediate. Not immediate in the sense of bypassing the pastoral discernment of whether 

the repentance is genuine, the father's running and embracing are his response to genuine return, not to the son's 

appearance at the gate with a rehearsed speech. But immediate in the sense that once genuine return is evident, 

the community's response should be celebration rather than continued institutional reserve, welcome rather than 

probationary monitoring, and the full restoration of covenant standing rather than a modified status that 

maintains indefinitely the emotional residue of the discipline's consequences. 

 

B.   The Elder Brother and the Danger of Insufficient Restoration 

The parable's second movement, the elder brother who refuses to come to the celebration, who resents the 

father's lavish welcome of his returning brother, and who articulates the logic of institutional justice against the 

logic of covenantal grace, is the parable's direct address to the danger of insufficient restoration. The elder brother 

is not morally wrong in his assessment of the facts: the younger son did take his share of the estate, did waste it 

in reckless living, did return in poverty. What the elder brother is wrong about is the appropriate response to 

genuine repentance: he has confused the logic of retributive justice (the younger son should receive consequences 

proportional to his choices) with the logic of covenantal grace (the father receives returning children with the 

fullness of love that the covenant requires). 

The danger of insufficient restoration in the covenant community's practice of discipline is the danger of the elder 

brother spirit: the community that went through the difficult, costly work of formal discipline and that is now, 

when the prodigal has returned, unwilling to grant the full, unreserved, joyful welcome that genuine repentance 

warrants. This insufficient restoration may take many forms: the community that technically restores the 

member's formal covenant standing but maintains a relational coldness that communicates ongoing disapproval; 

the elders who formally lift the discipline but continue to monitor the restored member with a suspicious 

attentiveness that communicates distrust rather than restored confidence; the long-tenured members who 

remember what happened and who maintain a social distance that prevents the restored member from truly 

reintegrating into the covenant community's life. In all of these forms, the elder brother spirit is at work, and the 

parable names it clearly: 'Your brother was dead and has begun to live, and was lost and has been found. 

Paul's instruction in 2 Corinthians 2:7 addresses this danger directly: 'otherwise such a one might be overwhelmed 

by excessive sorrow.' The excessive sorrow is not merely a pastoral concern about the restored member's 

emotional wellbeing, though it certainly is that. It is a theological concern about what insufficient restoration 

communicates about the community's understanding of forgiveness and grace. The covenant community that 

formally extends forgiveness but practically withholds the comfort and reaffirmation of love that genuine 

forgiveness requires has not yet understood that forgiveness is not merely a cognitive act but a covenant act, a 

complete and comprehensive restoration of relationship that leaves no residue of unforgiven debt, no ongoing 

penalty, and no modified covenant status. The excessive sorrow that overwhelms the insufficiently restored 

member is the sign that the community's forgiveness has been incomplete, and the incompleteness is itself a 

pastoral failure that the discipline process was not designed to produce. 
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III.   THE PROCESS OF RESTORATION 

Discernment, Formality, and Genuine Reintegration 

 
 

A.   The Discernment of Repentance 

The restoration process requires the same pastoral seriousness that the discipline process required, and its first 

element is the careful discernment of whether the repentance is genuine. The pastoral wisdom that this 

discernment requires cannot be reduced to a checklist, a waiting period, or a probationary condition; it is the 

Spirit-dependent, observation-based, relationally grounded assessment that the elders must bring to the situation 

with the same prayer, the same attention to the apostolic deposit, and the same genuine love for the member 

that they brought to the decision to exercise discipline. The judgment is not mechanically determinable from the 

presence or absence of a specific emotional state; it is the holistic assessment of a life that is showing the fruits of 

genuine repentance over a period sufficient to distinguish genuine transformation from temporary remorse. 

The specific fruits that constitute genuine repentance are both theological and relational. Theologically, genuine 

repentance involves the acknowledgment of the sin as an offense against God and against the covenant 

community, not merely the acknowledgment of the damage the sin has done to relationships, to reputation, or 

to institutional standing, but the God-oriented recognition that the covenant has been broken and that the 

breaking is a matter of genuine gravity before the One whose covenant was broken. Relationally, genuine 

repentance involves the willingness to address specifically the harm the sin has caused to specific people in the 

covenant community, to make the amends that genuine restoration of covenant relationships requires, to speak 

directly to those whom the sin has injured, and to demonstrate in concrete relational terms the seriousness of the 

covenant renewal being sought. 

The elders who are discerning the genuineness of a repentance should also be attending to the consistency of the 

member's presentation across different contexts and relationships. The repentance that is performed in the 

formal pastoral conversation but that disappears in the informal social interactions of the member's daily life in 

the community is a repentance that has not yet reached the depth that genuine restoration requires. The 

repentance that persists across time, that is consistent in its acknowledgment of the sin's gravity and in its 

evidence of genuine behavioral and attitudinal transformation, that is visible not only in the pastoral relationship 

but in the member's ordinary engagement with the covenant community, is the repentance that warrants the 

confidence in which genuine restoration can be extended. 

 

B.   The Formal Act of Restoration 

The formal act of restoration, the public recognition that the discipline has been lifted, the member has been 

received back into full covenant fellowship, and the community's relationship with her has been restored to the 

status that existed before the discipline, should mirror the formal character of the exclusion. If the exclusion was 

enacted through a formal congregational process, the restoration should be enacted through an equally formal 

congregational process. The community that excluded the member through the exercise of its assembly authority 

has the same responsibility to restore the member through the exercise of the same authority, so that the full 

covenant community that was asked to recognize the exclusion is also asked to recognize and affirm the 

restoration. 



Faithful to the Word  |  Systematic Theology: Ecclesiology  |  Lesson 24  |  © 2026  

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 7 

The public dimension of the restoration serves several important functions. It communicates clearly to the 

congregation that the discipline's purpose has been accomplished: the member who was excluded has repented, 

and the community's relationship with her is fully restored. It guards against the elder-brother spirit by making 

the restoration explicit and public rather than allowing individual members to maintain private reservations about 

the member's status. It provides the restored member with the unambiguous communal affirmation that her 

standing in the covenant community is fully restored, protecting her from the excessive sorrow that insufficient 

or implicit restoration would produce. And it demonstrates to the watching community that the discipline process 

was indeed restorative in its intent, that the exclusion was not a permanent rejection but a temporary covenant 

act designed to produce the repentance that has now been achieved. 

The content of the formal restoration act should include the specific elements that 2 Corinthians 2:7-8 identifies: 

forgiveness (the formal declaration that the covenant judgment of the discipline has been lifted), comfort (the 

public expression of the community's pastoral care for the restored member's healing), and the reaffirmation of 

love (the congregation's explicit, communal declaration that the member is loved, valued, and fully received). The 

practical form of this declaration, whether through the right hand of fellowship extended at the conclusion of a 

Sunday service, through a formal statement from the presiding elder, or through some other community-specific 

practice, should be as unambiguous and as complete as the formality of the exclusion was. The prodigal who 

returns to receive a muted, hedged, or insufficiently explicit welcome has not received the robe and the ring and 

the fatted calf; he has received a modified, probationary welcome that leaves him uncertain about his actual 

standing. The formal restoration should leave no such uncertainty. 

 

IV.   THE DANGER OF EXCESSIVE PUNISHMENT 

When Discipline Overshoots Its Goal 

 
 

A.   The Risk of Withholding Restoration 

Second Corinthians 2:6-7 addresses a danger that every congregation that practices discipline must guard against: 

the danger of allowing the punishment to exceed its proper purpose once repentance has been demonstrated. 

Paul's instruction is precise: 'Sufficient for such a one is this punishment which was inflicted by the majority.' The 

punishment is sufficient, not insufficient, not requiring supplementation with ongoing consequences, not to be 

extended beyond the point where genuine repentance has been demonstrated. When genuine repentance is 

evident, the punishment has accomplished its purpose, and the continuation of the punitive dimension of the 

discipline beyond that point is no longer appropriate and is, in fact, a form of pastoral harm to the one being 

restored. 

The risk of withholding restoration takes several specific forms in the congregation's practice. The most common 

is the informal prolongation of the disciplinary posture beyond the formal lifting of the discipline: the congregation 

that formally restores the member but whose members maintain a social distance, a relational coolness, or a 

continuing attentiveness to any recurrence of the sin that communicates distrust rather than restored confidence. 

This informal prolongation is not a form of appropriate vigilance; it is a form of the excessive punishment that Paul 

warns against, and it produces the excessive sorrow that overwhelms the restored member rather than the joy 



Faithful to the Word  |  Systematic Theology: Ecclesiology  |  Lesson 24  |  © 2026  

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 8 

and freedom of full covenant restoration. The congregation that has forgiven the sin has no pastoral license to 

maintain indefinitely the relational residue of an unforgiven status. 

A second form of excessive punishment is the imposition of ongoing conditions on the restored member's 

participation in the congregation's life that go beyond the reasonable pastoral wisdom of a transitional period. 

There may be pastoral wisdom in a period of gradually restored responsibilities, the restored member who has 

been under discipline for a financial sin may appropriately not be immediately placed in financial oversight roles; 

the restored member who has been under discipline for a sin against another member may need a period of 

pastoral accompaniment as the damaged relationship is rebuilt. These transitional wisdoms are appropriate. But 

the indefinite suspension of the restored member's full participation in the covenant community's life, the ongoing 

withholding of opportunities for service, leadership, or friendship that the member's restoration should have fully 

reinstated, is excessive punishment that the discipline's purpose did not authorize and that Paul's instruction 

specifically warns against. 

 

B.   Satan's Strategy and the Community's Responsibility 

Second Corinthians 2:10-11 provides the most theologically alarming context for the danger of excessive 

punishment: 'But one whom you forgive anything, I forgive also; for indeed what I have forgiven, if I have forgiven 

anything, I did it for your sakes in the presence of Christ, so that no advantage would be taken of us by Satan, for 

we are not ignorant of his schemes.' The excessive punishment that Paul warns against is not merely a pastoral 

failure; it is an opportunity that Satan exploits against the covenant community. Paul names it explicitly: the 

refusal to forgive, comfort, and reaffirm love for the genuinely repentant member is a scheme of the adversary, 

who can use the community's insufficient restoration to destroy the restored member through excessive sorrow 

and to fracture the community's own covenant integrity through the unresolved divisions that insufficient 

forgiveness leaves behind. 

The theological weight of this warning is significant. Paul identifies Satan's strategy as the exploitation of both 

unaddressed sin and unforgiven penitence. The community that fails to exercise discipline allows Satan to work 

through the unaddressed sin's normalizing and corrupting influence on the covenant community. And the 

community that fails to restore the genuinely repentant member allows Satan to work through the excessive 

sorrow and the continued fracture of covenant fellowship that insufficient forgiveness produces. The discipline 

process that ends in formal exclusion but never progresses to restoration, either because repentance never comes 

or because the community withholds restoration from genuine repentance, has provided Satan with the 

opportunity that Paul names him as specifically seeking. The community that is alert to this satanic strategy will 

exercise both the discipline and the restoration with the same pastoral seriousness and the same theological 

urgency that the apostolic mandate assigns to both. 

The connection between the community's forgiveness of the restored member and Paul's own forgiveness ('what 

I have forgiven, if I have forgiven anything, I did it for your sakes in the presence of Christ') establishes an additional 

dimension of the restoration's theological ground. The forgiveness the community extends to the restored 

member is not merely a human pastoral act; it is performed in the presence of Christ, in the same authority and 

in the same presence that grounds the discipline process itself (verse 10). The forgiveness is as much a spiritual 

act as the exclusion was; it carries the same weight of the covenant community's binding and loosing authority; 

and it is performed with the same awareness that the community is acting on behalf of and in the presence of the 

Lord who purchased both the restored member and the restoring community with His own blood. 
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V.   THE JOY OF RESTORATION 

Heaven Rejoices When the Lost Are Found 

 
 

A.   Luke 15 and the Three Parables of Lost-and-Found 

Luke 15 contains three parables that together establish the eschatological and theological register in which the 

restoration of a disciplined member should be understood. The lost sheep (verses 4-7), the lost coin (verses 8-10), 

and the lost son (verses 11-32) all culminate in the same declaration: there is joy in heaven over the one who 

repents. 'I tell you that in the same way, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over 

ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance' (verse 7). 'In the same way, I tell you, there is joy in the 

presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents' (verse 10). And the father's proclamation: 'This 

brother of yours was dead and has begun to live, and was lost and has been found' (verse 32). The restoration of 

the penitent is not a minor institutional event; it is an event that heaven celebrates. 

The eschatological weight of the joy-in-heaven declarations establishes the proper emotional register for the 

community's reception of the restored member. If heaven rejoices over one sinner who repents, if the angels of 

God celebrate each return from the far country, then the covenant community that receives the returning 

member with muted, hedged, or institutionally reserved welcome has failed to match its emotional register to the 

theological reality of what is happening. The returning prodigal is not merely a member whose covenant status is 

being administratively reinstated; he is a person who was dead and is alive again, who was lost and is found. That 

reality warrants the father's running and embracing and calling for the robe and the ring and the fatted calf; it 

warrants the shepherd's placing the found sheep on his shoulders and rejoicing; it warrants the woman's calling 

her neighbors and saying 'Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin which I had lost.' The joy is appropriate to 

the occasion, and the occasion is one of the most significant pastoral events in the covenant community's life. 

James 5:19-20 adds the most direct apostolic statement about the eternal significance of the restoration: 'My 

brethren, if any among you strays from the truth and one turns him back, let him know that he who turns a sinner 

from the error of his way will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins.' The discipline process 

that produces genuine repentance and genuine restoration has accomplished a soul-saving work. The community 

that has exercised the hard, patient, persistent discipline of Matthew 18, that has gone to the straying member 

privately, that has brought witnesses, that has told it to the church, that has exercised formal exclusion when all 

else has failed, and that has then received the repentant member with the fullness of 2 Corinthians 2's forgiveness 

and comfort and reaffirmation of love, has participated in the covering of a multitude of sins and the saving of a 

soul from death. This is the work that heaven celebrates. 

 

B.   The Joy That the Community Owes Its Restored Members 

The joy of restoration is not merely an emotional expression of pastoral relief; it is a theological obligation. The 

community that has exercised formal discipline on a member has, by that act, declared the seriousness of the 

covenant and the gravity of the sin. When that member returns in genuine repentance, the same community has 

an obligation to declare, with equal seriousness and equal completeness, the fullness of the grace that has 

received the repentant sinner. To be muted in the declaration of grace when the prodigal returns is to have a 

higher theology of the covenant's demands than of the covenant's mercy, to have grasped, or at least to have 
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expressed, the seriousness of the sin more fully than the completeness of the forgiveness. But the gospel that this 

entire series has been proclaiming is a gospel in which the forgiveness is as complete as the sin was serious, in 

which the welcome is as lavish as the departure was destructive, and in which the robe and the ring and the 

celebration are as real as the pig pen and the destitution and the coming to himself. 

The community's joy at the restoration of a disciplined member is also a witness to the watching world about the 

character of the community's covenant life. A world that watches the church exercise discipline and then watches 

the church celebrate the restored member's return is a world that is seeing the full gospel in action: the full 

seriousness of the sin against which the discipline speaks, and the full grace of the forgiveness in which the 

restoration speaks. The watching world does not see this combination anywhere else. The discipline without the 

restoration is a demonstration of law without grace. The restoration without the discipline is a demonstration of 

grace without moral seriousness. The discipline followed by the restoration is the demonstration of the gospel 

itself: the God who hates sin with a holy hatred is the same God who runs toward the repentant sinner with a 

lavish welcome. That demonstration is among the most powerful available witnesses the covenant community 

can offer to the world it is called to reach. 

Psalm 51 provides the liturgical and personal dimension of the restoration's joy. David's prayer of repentance after 

Nathan's confrontation about Bathsheba and Uriah is the most theologically rich and most personally intimate 

account of genuine repentance in the entire Bible: 'Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit 

within me' (verse 10). 'Restore to me the joy of Your salvation and sustain me with a willing spirit' (verse 12). 'The 

sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and a contrite heart, O God, You will not despise' (verse 17). The 

restored member who has genuinely come through the discipline process, who has genuinely arrived at the 

brokenness and contrition that Psalm 51 describes, is the member who has experienced the same soul-searching, 

God-directed, covenant-renewing repentance that David's psalm embodies. And the community that receives this 

member back, forgives her, comforts her, and reaffirms its love for her is the community that participates in the 

completion of that Psalm 51 journey: the restoration of the joy of salvation that the genuine penitent has been 

seeking throughout the entire discipline process. 

 

VI.   THE PATIENCE THAT RESTORATION REQUIRES 

Wisdom in Discernment, Pace in Reintegration 

 
 

A.   The Wisdom Required for Discernment 

The pastoral wisdom required for the discernment of genuine repentance is not producible by a formula. It is the 

Spirit-given, experience-shaped, prayer-soaked judgment that comes from years of genuine engagement with the 

realities of human sin and human transformation, from watching people change and watching people perform 

the appearance of change, from knowing what genuine brokenness looks like and what strategic remorse looks 

like, from understanding the specific dynamics of the specific sin that the specific member has been disciplined 

for and the specific patterns of relapse that that sin tends to produce. The elders who bring this combination of 

spiritual formation, pastoral experience, and genuine love for the member to the discernment process are the 

elders who are most likely to get the discernment right. 
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The specific pastoral challenge is the discernment of the temporal dimension: how long is sufficient evidence of 

genuine repentance before the restoration should proceed? There is no apostolic prescription for a specific 

waiting period, and for good reason: the length of time required for genuine repentance to be demonstrably 

evident will vary enormously depending on the nature of the sin, the member's history, the quality of the pastoral 

relationships involved, and the specific evidences of transformation that the situation requires. The elders must 

resist both the pressure to restore too quickly, the congregational eagerness to have the difficulty resolved and 

the relationships normalized, which can produce premature restoration on insufficient evidence, and the 

temptation to prolong the discernment period beyond what genuine evidence of repentance requires, which 

produces the excessive punishment that Paul warns against. 

The specific pastoral conversations that accompany the discernment process are as important as the formal 

governance acts of the process itself. The elder who is genuinely engaged with the disciplined member in regular, 

honest, prayer-filled pastoral conversations, who knows what is happening in the member's heart and life beyond 

the formal meetings of the discipline process, is the elder who is best positioned to recognize the genuine 

repentance when it comes. The elder who knows the member only through formal discipline meetings has a 

fundamentally impoverished basis for the discernment that genuine restoration requires. The pastoral investment 

in the ongoing relationship with the disciplined member during the discipline period is not merely a kindness; it is 

a necessary condition for the quality of discernment that the restoration process requires. 

 

B.   The Pace of Genuine Reintegration 

The formal act of restoration restores the member's full covenant standing; the pace of genuine reintegration into 

the covenant community's life is a separate question that requires its own pastoral wisdom. The member who has 

been under discipline for a significant period has experienced a disruption of her normal relationships within the 

covenant community, some relationships will have been strained or fractured by the discipline, some will have 

been maintained with pastoral intentionality through the discipline period, and some will need to be rebuilt from 

a foundation of genuine relational trust that the discipline period's events have complicated. The reintegration of 

the restored member into the full range of the community's relational life is not automatic at the moment of 

formal restoration; it is the ongoing pastoral work of the weeks and months that follow the formal act. 

The specific responsibilities that the restored member previously held in the congregation's life, teaching roles, 

leadership positions, financial oversight, pastoral care responsibilities, require their own pastoral wisdom in terms 

of the pace of reinstatement. There is no blanket rule that applies across all cases: the member who has been 

under discipline for a relatively brief period for a sin that does not specifically implicate the responsibilities she 

previously held may be appropriately reinvested in those responsibilities relatively quickly after formal 

restoration. The member who has been under extended discipline for a sin that directly implicates specific 

responsibilities, a financial sin in someone who previously served in a financial oversight role, for example, may 

appropriately be reinvested in those responsibilities more gradually, as the confidence that the restoration itself 

represents is reinforced by the evidence of ongoing faithfulness. In all cases, the pastoral wisdom required is the 

wisdom of genuine love for the restored member and genuine concern for the welfare of the community she is 

rejoining. 

The community's culture of genuine welcome, the relational environment that the formal act of restoration 

creates but that the ongoing pastoral work of the congregation sustains, is the most important single factor in the 

success of genuine reintegration. The restored member who is received with genuine joy, who finds her 
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relationships within the community genuinely restored rather than merely formally normalized, and who is given 

genuine pastoral support in the ongoing work of the sanctification that her discipline period's repentance has set 

in motion, is the restored member who is most likely to experience the full fruit of the restoration process: the 

renewal of genuine covenant faithfulness, the deepened gratitude for the community's love expressed through 

the discipline and the restoration alike, and the transformation of character that the Spirit uses the whole 

discipline-and-restoration process to produce. 

 

VII.   THE RESTORED MEMBER AND THE WHOLE 
COMMUNITY 

What Restoration Teaches Everyone 

 
 

A.   What the Discipline-and-Restoration Cycle Teaches the Congregation 

The full cycle of discipline and restoration, from the private address through the graduated escalation to the 

formal exclusion and finally to the joyful reception of the genuinely repentant member, is one of the most 

theologically instructive events in the covenant community's life. Every member of the community who witnesses 

the full cycle is witnessing the gospel in its most practically enacted form: the seriousness of the sin against which 

the discipline speaks, the patience and love with which the community pursues the straying member, and the 

fullness of the grace with which the community receives the returning penitent. This is not merely a pastoral 

administrative event; it is a living parable of the gospel itself, performed in the life of a specific member before 

the watching congregation. 

The members of the community who observe the discipline-and-restoration cycle with genuine theological 

engagement learn several specific lessons. They learn that the community's covenant standards are real and that 

the community has the courage and the love to maintain them when they are violated. They learn that genuine 

repentance is met with genuine grace and that the community's capacity for forgiveness is as complete as the 

discipline was serious. They learn that belonging to the covenant community carries genuine accountability and 

genuine reception, accountability when the covenant is broken and reception when the covenant is genuinely 

renewed. And they learn about the character of God Himself, who is patient enough to pursue the straying sinner 

through a graduated discipline of increasing consequences, and gracious enough to receive the genuinely 

repentant sinner with the fullness of welcome that the father of the prodigal demonstrated. 

The restored member herself, perhaps more than anyone else in the community, bears testimony to the gospel's 

power after the discipline-and-restoration cycle is complete. She has experienced the full weight of the 

community's covenant seriousness: the private address, the witnessed address, the congregational address, the 

formal exclusion, and the extended period of discipline. And she has experienced the full weight of the 

community's covenant grace: the ongoing pastoral pursuit during the discipline period, the genuine joy at the 

evidence of repentance, the formal restoration, the forgiveness and comfort and reaffirmation of love. The 

member who has been through this full cycle has a depth of understanding about the covenant community's 

character, about the gospel's power to transform and restore, and about the character of the God who disciplines 

those He loves and receives the repentant with lavish welcome, that no member who has never gone through it 

can fully possess. 
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B.   The Unit's Conclusion: Discipline Is Love 

Unit 8's argument, made across three lessons, building from the biblical mandate through the restoration process 

to the recovery of the lost practice, rests on the single conviction that the cover maxim of this lesson has named: 

discipline is not the weapon of a harsh church but the surgery of a loving one. The two movements of genuine 

discipline, the exclusion that addresses unrepented sin and the restoration that receives genuine repentance, are 

not two opposite acts. They are two movements of the same pastoral love: the love that will not leave the straying 

member to her destruction and will not leave the repentant member to her shame. Both movements are costly; 

both require courage; both require wisdom; and both require the kind of pastoral love that is willing to do the 

hard, painful, socially disruptive work of genuine covenant community care rather than the comfortable, conflict-

avoiding, spiritually indifferent work of institutional tolerance. 

Lesson 25 will complete the unit by addressing the most practically urgent question that the first two lessons have 

raised: why do contemporary churches fail to practice this, and what does the recovery require? The six reasons 

for the contemporary church's discipline failure and the five conditions for its recovery will be addressed with the 

same combination of theological honesty and pastoral practicality that the unit has sought throughout. The unit 

closes with the conviction that the church that practices discipline as Christ commanded, exercises it with the 

humility, love, and patience of Matthew 18; follows Paul's mandate of 1 Corinthians 5 when the Matthew 18 

process has been exhausted; and receives the genuinely repentant with the fullness of grace that 2 Corinthians 2 

requires, is a church that is more fully the covenant community that the Lord who purchased it with His own blood 

intended it to be. 

 

“Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one 
in a spirit of gentleness; each one looking to yourself, so that you too will not be tempted.” 

Galatians 6:1, NASB 1995 
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Theological Terms and Definitions 
 
 

2 Corinthians 2:5-
11 

The New Testament's most direct and theologically rich account of the restoration of a 
disciplined member. Almost certainly the sequel to the 1 Corinthians 5 situation. The 
instruction: forgive, comfort, and reaffirm love for the genuinely repentant member (verses 
7-8); the warning: failure to restore may overwhelm the member with excessive sorrow (verse 
7); the theological ground: the forgiveness is performed in the presence of Christ (verse 10); 
the satanic strategy: exploitation of both unaddressed sin and unforgiven penitence (verse 
11). 

Godly Sorrow vs. 
Worldly Sorrow 

Paul's distinction in 2 Corinthians 7:10 between genuine repentance and its counterfeit: 'the 
sorrow that is according to the will of God produces a repentance without regret, leading to 
salvation, but the sorrow of the world produces death.' Godly sorrow is God-oriented: 
recognition that the sin is fundamentally an offense against God. Worldly sorrow is 
consequence-oriented: remorse over the negative outcomes of the sin without God-oriented 
recognition. The elders' primary discernment task in the restoration process: determining 
which kind of sorrow the disciplined member is demonstrating. 

Prodigal Son 
Parable 

Luke 15:11-32: Jesus' most extended parable of restoration, providing the theological and 
pastoral vision for the covenant community's reception of the genuinely repentant member. 
The father who ran toward his returning son before the prepared speech was completed; the 
immediate lavish restoration (robe, ring, fatted calf, music, dancing); the elder brother's 
inadequate justice-logic contrasted with the father's covenantal grace-logic. The community's 
reception of the restored member should match the father's: joyful, generous, immediate, 
and complete. 

Excessive 
Punishment 

Paul's warning in 2 Corinthians 2:7: the danger of continuing punitive elements of the 
discipline beyond the point where genuine repentance has been demonstrated. Paul's 
instruction: 'Sufficient for such a one is this punishment which was inflicted by the majority.' 
When genuine repentance is evident, the punishment is sufficient and should not be 
extended. Forms of excessive punishment include informal relational coldness after formal 
restoration, ongoing suspicious attentiveness to the restored member, and continued 
restrictions on participation that go beyond appropriate transitional wisdom. 

Elder Brother 
Spirit 

The disposition described in Luke 15:25-30, in which the older son resents the father's lavish 
welcome of the returning prodigal on the grounds of retributive justice. In the discipline-and-
restoration context: the community that exercises formal discipline but withholds genuine 
welcome from the genuinely repentant member. Confused the logic of retributive justice 
(consequences proportional to choices) with the logic of covenantal grace (the father receives 
returning children with the fullness of covenant love). The parable identifies and rejects this 
disposition with the father's invitation: 'Your brother was dead and has begun to live, and was 
lost and has been found.' 

Formal 
Restoration 

The public, congregational act through which the covenant community formally reverses the 
exclusion enacted by the discipline process and reinstates the repentant member to full 
covenant fellowship. Should mirror the formal character of the exclusion: if the exclusion was 
enacted by the congregation's assembly authority, the restoration should be enacted by the 
same authority. Content (following 2 Corinthians 2:7-8): forgiveness (formal reversal of the 
covenant judgment), comfort (public pastoral care for the restored member's healing), and 
reaffirmation of love (explicit congregational declaration of full restored standing). 

James 5:19-20 The apostle's direct statement about the eternal significance of the restoration: 'He who turns 
a sinner from the error of his way will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of 
sins.' Establishes that the discipline-and-restoration process that produces genuine 
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repentance has accomplished a soul-saving work. The community that has exercised the 
discipline of Matthew 18 and received the repentant member with the fullness of 2 
Corinthians 2's grace has participated in the covering of a multitude of sins and the saving of 
a soul from death. 

Psalm 51 David's prayer of repentance after Nathan's confrontation about Bathsheba and Uriah. The 
most theologically rich and personally intimate account of genuine repentance in Scripture: 
'Create in me a clean heart, O God' (verse 10); 'Restore to me the joy of Your salvation' (verse 
12); 'The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and a contrite heart, O God, You will 
not despise' (verse 17). The restored member who has genuinely come through the discipline 
process has experienced the brokenness and contrition of Psalm 51, and the community that 
receives her with the fullness of grace participates in the completion of the Psalm 51 journey. 

Satanic Schemes Paul's identification in 2 Corinthians 2:11 of Satan's dual strategy against the covenant 
community: exploiting both unaddressed sin and unforgiven penitence. The community that 
fails to exercise discipline allows Satan to work through the unaddressed sin's normalizing 
influence. The community that fails to restore the genuinely repentant member allows Satan 
to work through the excessive sorrow and the continued covenant fracture that insufficient 
forgiveness produces. Genuine discipline and genuine restoration together constitute the 
community's active resistance to both forms of the Satanic strategy. 

Luke 15 Parables The three parables of lost-and-found in Luke 15 (lost sheep, verses 4-7; lost coin, verses 8-10; 
lost son, verses 11-32), all addressed to the Pharisees who murmured about Jesus receiving 
sinners. All three culminate in joy over the found: 'there will be more joy in heaven over one 
sinner who repents' (verse 7); 'there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner 
who repents' (verse 10); 'your brother was dead and has begun to live, and was lost and has 
been found' (verse 32). Establish the eschatological register of the restoration: heaven 
celebrates each return from the far country. 
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Practical Application 
 
 

A.   For the Mind: What Must We Believe? 

We must believe that the restoration of the genuinely repentant member is as much a theological obligation as 

the discipline of the unrepentant member was, that both movements of the pastoral discipline process are 

obligatory, not optional. The community that exercises discipline without being genuinely committed to 

restoration when repentance comes has misunderstood the purpose of the discipline process from its first stage. 

The 'you have won your brother' of Matthew 18:15 is the goal that every stage of the process is working toward; 

when that goal is achieved, the community has an obligation as urgent as the discipline itself to complete the 

process with the forgiveness, comfort, and reaffirmation of love that 2 Corinthians 2:7-8 requires. 

We must believe that genuine forgiveness is a complete and comprehensive act, not a conditional or provisional 

one. The excessive punishment that Paul warns against in 2 Corinthians 2:7 is produced precisely by the 

incomplete forgiveness that formally restores the member's covenant status while maintaining the relational, 

emotional, and practical residue of an unforgiven condition. The community that has genuinely forgiven has 

released the member from the covenant judgment of the discipline as completely and as unreservedly as the 

father released the prodigal from the consequences of the far country by calling for the robe and the ring and the 

celebration. Genuine forgiveness leaves no residue of ongoing judgment and no modified covenant status. 

We must believe that Satan has a specific strategy against the covenant community that exploits both 

unaddressed sin and unforgiven penitence, and that the community's vigilance against his schemes requires both 

the courage to exercise discipline and the grace to restore the penitent. The discipline without the restoration is 

as much a strategic defeat as the absence of discipline would be; both leave the community exposed to the satanic 

exploitation that Paul explicitly identifies. The community that is alert to the full scope of Satan's strategy will 

exercise both the discipline and the restoration with equal theological seriousness and equal pastoral urgency. 

B.   For the Heart: What Must We Feel and Desire? 

We should feel a genuine joy at the prospect of a restored member. Not the muted relief of an institutional 

problem resolved, but the genuine, heaven-matching joy of the father who runs toward the returning prodigal, 

the joy that Luke 15 describes as the emotional register appropriate to the restoration of a person who was lost 

and is found, who was dead and is alive again. This joy is itself a spiritual formation goal for the community: the 

congregation that has cultivated the capacity for genuine joy at the restoration of the penitent has cultivated the 

pastoral maturity that the discipline-and-restoration cycle requires. 

We should feel a genuine vigilance against the elder-brother spirit that resents the lavish welcome of the returning 

prodigal. This vigilance is specifically a personal examination: are there relationships in this congregation in which 

the formal restoration of a previously disciplined member has been accompanied by an ongoing personal 

coolness, a relational distance, or a continuing private reservation that amounts to the withholding of genuine 

forgiveness? If so, the elder-brother spirit is at work, and the pastoral responsibility is the same as the 

responsibility to exercise the discipline in the first place: to address the internal resistance to genuine welcome 

with the same honesty and the same dependence on the Spirit that the original discipline required. 

We should desire for this congregation to be known, among its own members and in the wider community, as a 

community that both disciplines and restores with genuine pastoral love. Not as a community that exercises 
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discipline harshly and withholds restoration grudgingly, and not as a community that restores prematurely and 

without genuine discernment. But as a community that pursues the straying with patient love, receives the 

repentant with lavish grace, and demonstrates in the full discipline-and-restoration cycle the character of the God 

who hates sin with a holy hatred and receives repentant sinners with a running embrace. 

C.   For the Hands: What Must We Do? 

• Read Luke 15:11-32 this week as a meditation on the pastoral vision of restoration. As you read, identify the 

specific moment at which the father recognizes the genuine return of his son and the specific form in which 

the father's welcome is expressed. What does the father's running say about the pace of genuine restoration 

when genuine repentance is evident? What do the robe, ring, sandals, fatted calf, music, and dancing say 

about the completeness of the restoration? What does the father's invitation to the elder brother say about 

the community's obligation to match its restoration to the gospel's grace? 

• Read Psalm 51 in full as the liturgical voice of the genuinely penitent member who has been through the 

discipline process. Note the specific elements of genuine repentance that David's prayer embodies: the 

acknowledgment of the sin's gravity ('against You, You only, I have sinned,' verse 4), the appeal for genuine 

transformation ('create in me a clean heart,' verse 10), the desire for restored relationship ('restore to me 

the joy of Your salvation,' verse 12), and the offering of brokenness rather than performance ('a broken and 

a contrite heart, O God, You will not despise,' verse 17). Bring one specific insight from this reading to the 

next study session. 

• Reflect on whether there are any relationships in this congregation in which a previously disciplined member 

has been formally restored but in which the personal relationship has not been fully healed, in which you 

or others maintain a relational distance, a wariness, or a private reservation that amounts to a practical 

withholding of the full welcome that the formal restoration should have established. If such a relationship 

exists, commit to a specific step toward genuine relational restoration: a direct conversation, a renewed 

expression of welcome, or a pastoral conversation with an elder about what genuine restoration requires 

in that specific situation. 

• Pray specifically for any members of this congregation who are currently under formal discipline and for 

whom the discipline process is still ongoing, not for their removal from the process, but for the Spirit's work 

in their hearts toward the genuine repentance that will make the restoration process possible. Pray also for 

the elders who are maintaining the pastoral relationships with these members through the discipline period, 

that they would have the wisdom to recognize genuine repentance when it comes and the grace to initiate 

the restoration process without delay when the evidence warrants it. 

• As a synthesis exercise for Lessons 23 and 24 together, write a brief account (one paragraph) of the complete 

discipline-and-restoration cycle as the covenant community's enacted gospel: what does the discipline 

declare about the character of the covenant and the seriousness of sin, and what does the restoration 

declare about the character of the grace and the completeness of forgiveness? Bring the account to the next 

study session as a contribution to the group's engagement with the full theology of church discipline as love. 
 

Key Texts:  2 Corinthians 2:5–11; Galatians 6:1; Luke 15:4–7, 11–32; James 5:19–20; Psalm 51 
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Study and Discussion Questions 
 
 

Opening Question 

• Have you ever witnessed or experienced the restoration of a disciplined member in a congregation? If so, 

what did that restoration look like, and how closely did it correspond to the vision of 2 Corinthians 2:7-8 and 

Luke 15? What was done well, and what, in retrospect, could have been done more faithfully to the apostolic 

pattern? 

Observation Questions (What Do the Texts Say?) 

• Read 2 Corinthians 2:5-11. What does verse 6 establish about the sufficiency of the punishment that has 

been exercised? What three specific actions does Paul instruct in verses 7-8? What risk does verse 7 identify 

if these actions are not taken? In verse 10, what does Paul say about his own forgiveness and its context? 

What does verse 11 name as the consequence of failing to forgive and restore? 

• Read Luke 15:11-24. At what point in the story does the father recognize the genuine return of his son (verse 

20)? What physical actions does the father take before the son has completed his speech? What specific 

gifts does the father order to be given to the son, and what do each of them signify about the completeness 

of the restoration? What does the declaration of verse 24 ('this son of mine was dead and has come to life 

again') establish about the theological register of the restoration event? 

• Read Luke 15:25-32. What is the elder brother's objection to the father's welcome (verses 29-30)? What 

does the father's response in verse 31 acknowledge, and what does verse 32 establish as the authoritative 

framework for interpreting the welcome? How does the elder brother's logic differ from the father's logic, 

and what does the parable establish about which logic governs the covenant community's restoration of 

the penitent? 

• Read 2 Corinthians 7:8-11. What distinction does Paul draw in verse 10 between godly sorrow and worldly 

sorrow? What does godly sorrow produce? What does worldly sorrow produce? How does verse 11 describe 

the specific characteristics of the godly sorrow that the Corinthian congregation demonstrated in response 

to Paul's earlier letter? 

• Read James 5:19-20. What situation does verse 19 describe? What does verse 20 say about the significance 

of the restoration? What two outcomes does the verse attribute to the act of turning a sinner from the error 

of his way? 

Interpretation Questions (What Does It Mean?) 

• The lesson argues that the restoration of the genuinely repentant member is as much a theological 

obligation as the discipline of the unrepentant member, that the community that exercises discipline 

without genuine commitment to restoration has misunderstood the discipline's purpose from the 

beginning. Is this argument persuasive? Does 2 Corinthians 2:5-11 establish restoration as obligatory, or 

does it present it as the preferred but not required response to genuine repentance? 

• The lesson distinguishes godly sorrow from worldly sorrow as the basis for the discernment of genuine 

repentance. Is this distinction practically workable, can pastoral discernment reliably distinguish between 

the two? What specific observable characteristics distinguish godly sorrow from worldly sorrow in practice, 

beyond the theoretical definition of each? 
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• The lesson identifies the elder brother spirit as the danger of insufficient restoration and argues that the 

parable names and rejects it. But the elder brother's justice-logic is not entirely without merit, the younger 

son did make destructive choices, and the father's lavish welcome does not address the consequences of 

those choices. Does the parable reject the elder brother's logic entirely, or does it simply insist that a 

different logic governs the father's response to genuine repentance? What is the pastoral implication of this 

for the community's management of appropriate transitional wisdom vs. excessive punishment? 

• Paul identifies the failure to restore as an opportunity that Satan exploits against the covenant community. 

Is this framing of the restoration question as a spiritual warfare concern appropriate, or does it seem to 

overstate the stakes of what is essentially a pastoral administrative decision? How does the satanic-schemes 

framing of 2 Corinthians 2:11 change the way you think about the community's responsibility to complete 

the restoration process when genuine repentance is demonstrated? 

• The lesson proposes that the restored member bears a unique testimony to the gospel after the discipline-

and-restoration cycle, a depth of understanding about grace that no member who has not been through the 

cycle can fully possess. Is this a persuasive theological claim? What specific dimensions of the gospel's 

character does the discipline-and-restoration cycle reveal most vividly, and how does the restored 

member's testimony about those dimensions differ from the testimony of a member whose covenant 

journey has not included formal discipline? 

Application Questions (What Does It Demand of Us?) 

• The lesson identifies the formal act of restoration as needing to mirror the formal character of the exclusion: 

if the exclusion was enacted through a formal congregational process, the restoration should be enacted 

through an equally formal and public congregational process. Does this congregation have a clear practice 

for the formal act of restoration? If not, what specific form should the formal restoration take, and what 

elements (following 2 Corinthians 2:7-8) should it explicitly include? 

• The lesson describes three specific forms of excessive punishment that may persist after formal restoration: 

informal relational coolness, ongoing suspicious attentiveness, and continued restrictions on participation 

beyond appropriate transitional wisdom. Which of these forms of excessive punishment do you think is 

most likely to occur in this congregation's relational culture, and what specific community practices would 

most directly prevent it? 

• The lesson argues that the discipline-and-restoration cycle is one of the most theologically instructive events 

in the covenant community's life, a living parable of the gospel performed before the watching 

congregation. How does the community communicate this theological significance to its members, 

especially to members who may be young in faith or new to the congregation? What specific pastoral 

teaching would most help the congregation receive the discipline-and-restoration cycle as the gospel 

demonstration the lesson describes? 

• James 5:19-20 says that he who turns a sinner from the error of his way will save his soul from death and 

cover a multitude of sins. If the discipline-and-restoration cycle is genuinely soul-saving work of this 

significance, how should that significance shape the community's investment of pastoral time, emotional 

energy, and relational capital in the discipline and restoration of its members? Is the congregation currently 

investing in this work at a level commensurate with the significance James assigns to it? 
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Prayer Focus 
 
 

Begin by reading Luke 15:20-24 aloud, slowly: 'So he got up and came to his father. But while he was still a long 

way off, his father saw him and felt compassion for him, and ran and embraced him and kissed him. And the son 

said to him, Father, I have sinned against heaven and in your sight; I am no longer worthy to be called your son. 

But the father said to his slaves, Quickly bring out the best robe and put it on him, and put a ring on his hand and 

sandals on his feet; and bring the fattened calf, kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; for this son of mine was dead 

and has come to life again; he was lost and has been found. And they began to celebrate.' Read it again. The father 

who saw him while he was still a long way off. The father who ran. The father who fell on his neck and kissed him 

before the son completed his speech. The father who called for the robe and the ring. The father who said: this 

son of mine was dead and has come to life again. This is the pastoral vision of restoration, the image that should 

govern every act of restoration this congregation ever performs. Let it shape the prayers that follow. 

Pray for the covenant community's capacity for genuine joy when the prodigal returns. Pray that the congregation 

would cultivate, through the preaching of the gospel and the formation of the Spirit, the emotional and spiritual 

capacity to celebrate the restoration of a disciplined member with the fullness of joy that heaven itself expresses 

at the repentance of a sinner. Pray specifically against the elder-brother spirit that resents the lavish welcome of 

the returning prodigal, the spirit that is more comfortable with institutional justice than with covenantal grace, 

more aware of what the returning member deserves than of what the Father's heart provides. Pray that the 

community would be as quick to celebrate restoration as it was committed to exercising discipline, matching the 

fullness of the grace to the fullness of the seriousness with which it pursued the straying member. 

Pray for the genuine healing of any members of this congregation who have been through the discipline-and-

restoration cycle and who are still carrying the wounds of that experience, whether from the discipline itself or 

from insufficient restoration. Pray for the Psalm 51 journey: that the Lord would create clean hearts in those who 

have been through the brokenness of formal discipline, that He would restore to them the joy of His salvation, 

and that the excessive sorrow that Paul warns against would not be allowed to overwhelm any member whose 

genuine repentance has been formally received by the community. Pray for the specific healing of specific 

relationships that the discipline process has damaged, relationships with fellow members, with elders, with family 

members who may have observed the process, and for the Spirit's work in producing the genuine reconciliation 

that the formal restoration has declared. 

Pray in anticipation of Lesson 25 and the most practically urgent question of Unit 8: why does the contemporary 

church fail to practice discipline and what does the recovery require? Pray for the honesty to acknowledge the 

specific reasons this congregation has failed to practice discipline as Christ commanded, for the courage to address 

those reasons with the specificity that genuine recovery requires, and for the Spirit to work in the congregation's 

leadership and membership to produce the theological conviction, the pastoral culture, and the relational trust 

that the recovery of genuine discipline practice demands. The recovery of discipline is not merely an institutional 

reform; it is a spiritual renewal, the recovery of a pastoral love that is willing to do the hard, costly, vulnerable 

work of genuine covenant community care rather than the comfortable work of institutional tolerance. 

Close with a prayer of genuine, specific, pastoral gratitude for every instance in the history of this congregation in 

which the discipline process has accomplished its purpose and a straying member has returned and been 

genuinely restored. Give thanks for the courage of the elders who initiated the difficult conversations, for the 
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patience of the community that maintained the graduated process, for the Spirit's work in the heart of the 

disciplined member that produced the genuine repentance, and for the grace of the community that extended 

the forgiveness, comfort, and reaffirmation of love that completed the cycle. Give thanks that the same God who 

runs toward the returning prodigal is the God at whose disposal this community stands, and who is willing to use 

the community's obedient practice of discipline and restoration as an instrument of that running, embracing, life-

restoring love. 

 

“Now to Him who is able to do far more abundantly beyond all that we ask or think, according 
to the power that works within us, to Him be the glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all 

generations forever and ever. Amen.” 

Ephesians 3:20–21, NASB 1995 

 

Key Texts:  2 Corinthians 2:5–11; Galatians 6:1; Luke 15:4–7, 11–32; James 5:19–20; Psalm 51 
 

Soli Deo Gloria 

To God Alone Be the Glory 
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