
 

 

Lesson 4 
The Fourth Fundamental Principle 

“The Sacred Obligation of the Congregation to Cleanse Itself” 
 

       Members of the organized congregation are not, in every instance believers, and 
       such members often derive false hope from their external connection with the 
       congregation. It is therefore the sacred obligation of the congregation to purify 
       itself by the quickening preaching of the Word of God, by earnest admonition 
       and exhortation, and by expelling the openly sinful and perverse.   
 

The Fourth Principle explains the persistent observation that, though the 
congregation is the right form of the kingdom of God on earth (FP #1), and though the 
congregation consists of believers (FP #2), not all those who are part of the “organized” 
congregation (FP #3) at any given time are true believers. The New Testament shows 
clearly that this was a situation faced by the first congregations. Today, secret 
unbelievers and hypocrites may have been accepted into membership, and “there may 
be members who once were true believers but who have fallen away from God” (C. J. 
Carlsen, The Years of Our Church, 45). 

In the Fourth Principle, the congregation is given guidelines on how to deal with 
these members: first and foremost, through the quickening (making alive) preaching of 
the Word of God; secondly, by earnest admonition (pointing out sin) and exhortation 
(calling for repentance); thirdly by church discipline and expulsion of the openly sinful 
and perverse. 

All throughout Scripture and church history, the outward organized 
congregation is shown to consist of true believers and “false believers.” The true 
spiritual church, however, is made up of believers only. (See also Fundamental 
Principle 2, Question 2.) Sverdrup understood the congregation in this light: 
 
             In reality the congregation is composed of believing people. And as every    
       person is informed by God’s Word that he cannot be saved except by faith in 
       Jesus, so also all are informed by God’s Word that only if they are true 
       believers are they also real members of the congregation. 
             Still, it ought to be kept in mind in speaking of the external organization of the 
       congregation that God’s Word and Christian experience down through church 
       history testify that it both can and will happen that there will be persons 
       becoming a part of the organization who do not in spirit and truth belong 
       to the congregation. Likewise, it can and will happen that some who 
       begin in the Spirit finish in the flesh or fall from faith in their hearts, even 
       though they preserve an external connection with the organization of the 
       congregation. For these things take place in the secret places of the heart, and          
       there are no definite external signs of them. (SJ 3:61) 
 



 

 

What then is the sacred obligation of the congregation in this regard? How should the 
congregation cleanse itself?   

First of all, it is accomplished by the “quickening” or “life-giving preaching” of 
the Word. The Word of God created the heavens and earth out of nothing as we read in 
Genesis. The preaching of the Word established the congregation in Acts 2. It is the 
Word of God that will help revive, restore, build up, and grow the true believers within 
the living congregation. According to I Corinthians 1: 21 and 30, Paul states that it 
“pleased God by the foolishness of preaching (the cross) to save them that believe” and 
“of Him are you in Christ Jesus, who of God is made unto us wisdom, and 
righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption.” Therefore, the sacred obligation of 
the congregation is to preach and teach the Word of God for the purpose of saving souls 
for eternity. This dependence upon the Word of God is the means by which the 
congregation purifies itself. 

Secondly, the cleansing of the congregation is accomplished by earnest 
admonition and exhortation. How is this done? Again, it is by the quickening preaching 
of the Word of God that the light of God’s truth is shed on the congregation. Sverdrup 
believed  

 
       This is and remains the main concern in the church: light, light, and more light. It  
       will never be too light or light enough. A genuinely healthy growth of the  
       congregation depends on it. That which is good thrives in the light of God just as 
       certainly as that which is evil becomes stunted. In God’s truth there is food for 
       those who seek for truth. In God’s truth there is also harsh judgment upon all 
       dishonest and hypocritical hearts. Let the truth sound forth in all its fullness, 
       and there will be both contrition and opposition, faith and hardening of the heart, 
       love and hatred.  (SJ 3:63) 
 
Certainly, we recognize that an admonition or an exhortation can ultimately be 
accomplished only by the Spirit and the Word (Psalm 119:105). However, if we are 
called upon to address this spiritual need privately as a brother or sister in Christ, we 
must do so in the light of God’s Word.    
       Thirdly, it is the sacred obligation of the congregation to expel the openly sinful and 
perverse. This is a very difficult task and must be a last resort. The eternal soul is of 
utmost importance. Thus, following the Word of God is crucial. 
       The congregation does have a sacred obligation to purify itself. There will always be 
a struggle for life in the individual believer and in the congregation. Until Jesus returns 
and takes His believers home, where everything will be pure and holy, we must live in 
an imperfect world and an imperfect church in need of His daily cleansing.   
 
 

1. Why should we be concerned about the spiritual condition of the members of our 
congregations. (See Hebrews 3:12,13) 

 



 

 

 
2. The original version of the Fundamental Principles included the phrase “and 

such hypocrites often derive false hope.” This phrase was later changed to “such 
members.” Why do you suppose this change was made? Do you believe it was a 
correct change? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

3. What do we mean by the “quickening preaching” of the Word of God? II   
Timothy 4:2; Romans 1:15,16; I Corinthians 2:1-5. Is there spiritual life without 
the quickening preaching of the Word of God?   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. How does God’s Word purify the congregation?  (See Hebrews 4:12; I 
Corinthians 1:18; Psalm 119:9; Psalm 19:7-11)   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What is church discipline?  How should it be done?  (See I Corinthians 5:1-5; 
Matthew 18:15-20) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
6. No one is without sin, so who are we to declare someone else to be sinful? Read 

Matthew 7:1-5 on judgment. Why did Jesus teach on this subject? What is the 
purpose of “log removal”? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7. We read in Galatians 6:1 and I John 5:16 about the need to correct a fellow 
believer.  What should you do if someone in your congregation is caught in sin? 

 
 
 
 

Why should you do this (Don’t answer, “Because God said so.” He certainly did 
say this, but explain why it is important)? 
 
 
 
 
What is the danger to your own soul if you fail to do this? 
 
 
 
 
What should your attitude be when you do this? 
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