Making Disciples

“Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told them to go. When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. Then Jesus came to them and said, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age."
In one of his last and most emphatic calls, Jesus commanded his disciples to go and make more disciples.  However, the working out of this call is not always straightforward.  

There have over recent years been many harmful distortions which have come in under the name of discipleship and these have left many people hurt.  It is therefore ever more important that we battle through to practice true, biblical discipleship - the kind of discipleship that transforms lives.

Particularly, although not exclusively, in the New Testament discipleship is integral to the lives of Godly men.  From John the Baptist, through most notably Jesus himself, and then Paul, discipleship has been the vehicle used to help form lives that are set upon Christ.  

This paper considers some of the biblical principles regarding discipleship and provides a basis for ensuring that biblical discipleship exists and is developed within Hope Church.
5 principles of biblical discipleship

Builds dependency on God not discipler
Our entire aim of discipleship is to build an increased dependence on God. In Matt 16:13-19, we read of Peter’s revelation:
“When Jesus came to the region of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, "Who do people say the Son of Man is?" They replied, "Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one of the prophets". "But what about you?" he asked. "Who do you say I am?". Simon Peter answered, "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God". Jesus replied, "Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven. And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven; whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven." Then he warned his disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Christ.”

Jesus reveled in the fact that Peter was able to hear directly from the Father and not just through Him.  If this was true of Jesus, it should be even more so for us.  There is a temptation to look for our own security and sense of self-worth by having ‘disciples’ that are dependent upon us.  However, this is not a Godly relationship.  Disciplers need to be mature enough to deal with this temptation, and instead enjoy the fact that disciples listen to and learn from others and particularly that they interact with God. 
Biblical model is generally not one to one

There is a widespread teaching within the church that discipleship happens in pairs – one discipler to one disciple.  However, there is no biblical basis to make this a rule, and in fact, there is far more backing towards discipleship taking place in a group context.
Working in a group has many benefits – it facilitates discussion (for instance the ‘Who is the greatest discussion’ would never had happened if Jesus was with just one disciple!), it means we learn from other people’s journeys as well as our own, it builds community, which is one of the key things we should be discipling people towards, prevents an unhealthy dependence on one person’s ministry 

Examples of ‘group discipleship’ include Jesus, John the Baptist and arguably Isaiah and Paul.  Although examples of more one to one discipleship can be taken from Elijah/Elisha and Paul with Timothy, Titus…

The key seems to be in the purpose.  Elijah was given the specific task to appoint Elisha as his successor.  It therefore was appropriate that he be discipled on his own.  However, Jesus drew his disciples together to witness what he did and then to disseminate it to the world.  It was therefore far more appropriate to draw together a larger group.
Following on from this, I think it is right to state that there is no biblical instruction that one is better than the other.  However, we should in no way consider one to one discipleship as the norm or default.  Additionally, it is likely that there are far more uses for group discipleship than one to one discipleship in the church.
Not static

‘The Twelve were not told, ‘Go and preach sermons and give out literature.’ They were commissioned to ‘go and make disciples’ (Matt. 28:19). Jesus didn’t want his followers merely to pass on information; he wanted them involved in the formation of lives.’ Terry Virgo

It teaches alongside practicing
Jesus struck a balance between teaching his disciples and showing them.  He spent a great deal of time telling them stories, explaining things to them, answering their questions, and he also spent considerable time living his teaching out in front of them.

I think two things are worthy of note within this.  
Firstly, there is a tendency for modern day discipleship to try and fix people or to enhance techniques.  Discipleship in every biblical context was about training individuals for outward focused ministry to the church and beyond. It was not about ‘fixing’ people. Jesus would have needed an eternity with His disciples to ‘fix’ them, but only needed 3 years to disciple them. They still had issues, problems, stumbling blocks that were untouched by Jesus, but He recognized the most important thing was to teach them about God and get them active in living it out. When the disciples were arguing over who was the greatest, Jesus could easily have stopped and spent 6, 12, 24 months helping them deal with their pride issues.  He could have put them on menial duties for the next 3 years.  But instead he rebuked them strongly and quickly and got on with things.  Equally, Paul could easily have spent many years working with Timothy on his timidness and sent him on assertiveness training etc, but instead he encouraged him quickly and definitively and got on with it.
There are times in life where things can be so tough that people have very little to give out, even then the caring and healing discipleship they receive should be focused on releasing them ‘back to the wild’ rather than putting them into a ‘safe compound’.

Jesus taught his disciples what God was like, and taught them to obey.  As we disciple others we should seek to do likewise.  In his commission he follows his command to make disciples with the amplification, “teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you”.

Secondly, without practical demonstration, teaching has no power.  Fundamentally, if what we are teaching cannot change us, how can we expect it to change others.  But, also, the things of God can be difficult for our worldly minds to understand.  It is often only as we live them out and show people, that we make sense.  Teaching makes sense of our practice, but equally practice makes sense of our teaching.
It calls and releases and encourages
Discipleship needs to be focused, and to have known objectives (consider Moses to Joshua, Deut 3:28, David to Solomon, 1 Chron 28:8, Jesus to disciples, Matt 28:19, Paul to Timothy, 2 Tim 4:1-5). It does not seek to hold on to people, but to release them further and further into God’s plans for their lives
It is initiated by God through the discipler

Effective discipleship needs a sense of initiative from the discipler.  It is not merely enough for someone to ask someone else to disciple them.  Jesus clearly called the twelve, as did Elijah with Elisha and Moses with Joshua.  The danger if we disciple anyone who asks for it, is that we enter into the relationship without faith.  And if we do not have faith that God has called us be involved in the disciple’s development, then we resort to other things.  The most likely substitute for faith will be legalism. 

Having said this, both parties need to be willing for discipleship to work, it cannot be forced. If either party is unwilling to go somewhere on a discipleship journey, then space needs to be given.
Whilst this principle is most relevant for the more specific discipleship relationships, such as developing new leaders, it should also apply to the discipleship of everyone which we should all be involved in.  This prompts the question of what if I do not feel a call to this general discipleship of others (or specific others!).  Here it is important to recognize that when we are born again, we are born again into a family.  A key part of our new purpose is to function as family.  We therefore all have an instant call to this general discipleship which is worked out by being family together.  For cell leaders and cell overseers this general call grows and an increased responsibility is given, but it is not necessary for a cell leader to feel specifically called to disciple individuals in their cell.  Instead, they facilitate and take an increased responsibility for the growth of family discipleship.

A Gracious Relationship

Discipleship should never become legalistic.  Too often discipleship has been about agreeing a set of rules, and then ensuring that disciples stick to them.  Nowhere is this practice shown in the bible, and indeed the very spirit is directly in conflict with the message of grace that is plain in scripture.

By setting a relationship upon a grace-filled foundation we learn to expect the most from one another, but demand the least.  As we teach and display the riches of Christ, we expect to see grace working in the lives of disciples. And yet we do not demand that people modify behaviour.  True admonition is a reminder of who God is, who He has made us, and the power He has afford us to change, rather than a cold demand. 

Specific discipleship relationships

In its most general form, discipleship is something that every person needs.  However, it is helpful to recognize that at different times it may take on different forms.  The following categories are specific relationships which are exemplified or taught in scripture.

Leaders discipling future leaders

‘And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will be qualified to teach others’ (Tim 2:2)

This is by far the most prevalent form of discipleship in the bible.  Examples include:

· Moses and Joshua

· Elijah and Elisha

· Jesus and His disciples (although this also falls into other categories!)

· Paul and Timothy, amongst others

In this form, discipleship becomes the channel through which the lifeblood of Christ travels from generation to generation.  In the Old Testament, we read long accounts where a good king would arise, only to be followed by a string of bad ones.  In their own lifetime, a king would do good and blessing would follow, but upon their death, they had not successfully prepared for the future generations.

As Paul explains to Timothy, a key part of his role is to ‘entrust to reliable men who will be qualified to teach others.  This not only sends our message of hope to future generations, but also to others in our town, to other towns and cities, and ultimately to the nations.  If we are able ‘entrust’ to many reliable men, we will equip not just our corner of the kingdom, but wider still.

 This exponential growth of the deposit of God explains why the calling on leaders is not just to teach, prophesy, evangelise, pastor…, but also to develop others who can do likewise.
Having said, this, I think it is important that we note again the principle that the discipleship relationship is God-ordained, and comes through the discipler.  If a leader opens themselves up to disciple anyone who asks in this way, it could lead to any of the following:

· Inundation 
They may well end up with too little time to effectively disciple anyone, never mind do their own work too!

· Lack of faith
It is only when God speaks that faith is birthed.  If a discipler does not have faith for where a discipleship relationship is going, then it is a fruitless task
· Disappointment of the disciple
When a disciple comes to a discipler, they will be looking for something particular.  There is an expectation for the discipler to deliver something which the discipler has no conviction is God-initiated.  This can lead to many difficulties

Parents discipling children

‘These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts. Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up. Tie them as symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. Write them on the doorframes of your houses and on your gates’ 
Deut 6:6-7
The relationship between parent and child is possibly the next most explicit discipleship relationship in the bible.  It comes through in both the Old and New Testament.

God’s word upon our hearts

The first and most important aspect of this is that it requires a knowledge and affection for His word in the parents.  This Deuteronomy passage says ‘these commandments…are to be upon your hearts’.  The whole passage carries a sense of God’s Word not just being ‘head-knowledge’, but being something that is part of family life.  It needs to grab not just our intellect, but our whole beings.
The whole truth

We need to be straight and clear with our children and not dress it up.  There is a temptation to teach children a limited gospel which they will grow out of very quickly.  It is far more helpful to teach them a full gospel which they can grow into.  There is no part of scripture that is irrelevant to children, we need to work hard to help them understand as much as they can, but also to recognize that there will be things we teach them now that they will not fully understand till later.  In fact this is often how we learn!
Truth must be lived out

His ways need to be clear in all our life, at home, out and about, everywhere. Children will absorb truth as well as hear it, even more than adults 
Children should learn to obey and honour their parents

We need to teach our children the importance of respecting parents for 2 reasons.  Firstly it is part of God’s natural order as seen throughout scripture (Deuteronomy 5:16 and Ephesians 6:2 are 2 in a long list!).  Secondly, it is key in order that they might learn and trust, and ultimately find faith in Christ and live it out.
Further detail on children within the church can be found in the paper ‘A Biblical Study of Children and the Church’
Discipling unbelievers
It is common from both current and biblical example for people to be discipled prior to becoming a Christian.  Coming to full faith in Christ is a journey and is often completed over a period of time.  The way we can best help people along this path is through discipleship – getting alongside people, teaching them truth, living it out, and helping them to do so to.  

This is exactly what we see Jesus doing with His disciples.  They all came with their own thoughts on God and His Kingdom, and Jesus guided them through.  Jesus surprised them by discussing and showing them what the Kingdom of God was really like, and who God was.  Other than Judas Iscariot, it seems clear that all came through to full faith at some point during this relationship.
Today, we can show people Christ through our words and actions before they have come to full faith.  In fact, it is almost always the case that a person’s first encounter with Christ is through a believer.

A particular danger in this area is that we just ‘put on a course’.  And the way we disciple unbelievers is to run Alpha, or to have cell meetings…  Whilst neither of these are in themselves wrong, it is important to recognize that people disciple, not courses.  Courses are a tool which can aid a discipleship relationship.  We would not put a spade in the garden and expect to come back and find the garden freshly dug!  It is the same with courses, if they are going to be helpful then the discipler and disciple need to be ready to engage with them and they need to sit within a wider context of a discipleship relationship.
Discipling everyone

“Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age."
Matthew 28:19-20
There is a fullness alluded to in this passage that cannot merely be covered by making disciples of all future leaders, children and unbelievers.  This is clear from the ‘all nations’ and the fact that the basic components included in this discipleship (baptism and obedience to His commands) are for all Christians.  In fact we are all called to be Disciples of Christ.  And from this passage we can see that our mission is to make disciples.  We therefore have a perfect match!

As stated before this kind of discipleship we are all called to when we are born again.  Every person in Hope Church has a calling upon them to work with Christ to make every member of the family the best disciples that they can be.

It is important that we engage with people’s lives and not look for what they can do ‘at church’.  It is likely that in most churches the majority of people’s most significant calling does not take place on a Sunday morning or in cell.  Perhaps they are workers, parents, carers, socializers…  As a church we need to facilitate the kind of discipleship that equips people to follow Christ in every part of their lives.
Where do we go from here?

1. Resources
A key to empowering people to disciple is to be able to give them frameworks within which it can happen.  There are many resources which help with this.  We will therefore put into place a set of these resources, covering the different forms and stages of discipleship
Action: Mark with Tony and Wayne
2. Contexts
Whilst much discipleship needs to happen on a day to day basis, it is also helpful to have set places where focus can be given.  An obvious existing example is within cell.  However, it may also be that contexts for parents, men, women, working people, people in worldly authority….would be useful
Action: Mark with Tony and Wayne
