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  This book is dedicated to you, my brothers and sisters in Christ from Muslim backgrounds, who are living in faithfulness to your Lord in the midst of your families and communities.


  Your living faith in Christ and faithfulness to him inspire me to continue to walk in obedience to God’s call to devote my life in service that Muslims might know the joy of living in obedience to their rightful Lord, and that those Muslims who choose to follow Christ will be able to persevere through to maturity and ever increasing fruitfulness through deepening communion with Christ.


  It is my longing and earnest prayer that this book on discipleship will encourage you and strengthen your faith and the faith of your children in Christ for many faith and biological generations. My yearning is that our God will receive ever-increasing praise and glory as he graces your lives and your churches with joy and fruitfulness inside your Muslim families and communities.
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  Introduction


  The Quest for Deeper Understanding of Discipleship and the Need for Seasoned Discipling Practices


  Beloved, I pray that all may go well with you and that you may be in good health, as it goes well with your soul. For I rejoiced greatly when the brothers came and testified to your truth, as indeed you are walking in the truth. I have no greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the truth.


  3 John 1:2-41


  



  Some Christian workers would say that if the task of bringing people to an initial commitment is hard, the process of enabling them to grow and develop as believers who are integrated into some kind of Christian fellowship is often even harder. . . . Could it be . . . [that] there needs to be a more rigorous and honest study of the reasons why many do not continue in their Christian faith? Many of the reasons are no doubt obvious. . . . But if we can admit that it may sometimes be our failings that make them go back, we might have to rethink much of our practice and our proclamation.


  David Smith, From the Straight Path to the Narrow Way
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  When I arrived in North Africa, twenty-three-year-old Mustafa2 was one of the more enthusiastic new believers among the young men being discipled by my colleagues. Mustafa and I became friends and in my second year he worked with me to start a small cell church in a nearby city. He helped me with my Arabic and served as a cultural informant while I taught him how to lead Bible studies and care for Muslim seekers. At the end of that year, when I left on a study leave, Mustafa took charge of the tiny cell group of four new believers. It was satisfying to be able to work with Mustafa, and I left encouraged seeing that helping a young believer to disciple other new believers worked.


  But when I reunited with Mustafa on our return to his city following a two-year absence, I discovered that he had changed. He was struggling with his faith because of a number of bad experiences with both expatriate workers and local believers. Three years later he had left town to take a good job, left his new faith, returned to attending prayers in the mosque, married a Muslim girl and cut off all ties with the house church in which he had once been an enthusiastic member. About seven years after first coming to faith in Christ, he was settled back into his Muslim community and into life as a Muslim after his years living as a believer in Christ.3


  This account of failed discipling of Mustafa illustrates that we who are laboring to plant churches in the Muslim world must learn to disciple more effectively. Far too many of those who are coming to faith in Christ out of Islam today will fall away from Christ unless workers and believers seeking to disciple them learn to disciple well. My years spent discipling believers in North Africa was an intensely stretching, profoundly satisfying and sometimes joyful challenge. The successes in discipling, as well as the many failures, left me with a deep desire to thoroughly and experientially investigate discipleship in Muslim contexts in order to help us all to disciple more effectively. In the years since my departure from North Africa, as I have talked with people who are discipling believers from Muslim backgrounds (BMBs)4 around the Muslim world, many have repeatedly affirmed a need for research of BMB discipling. This book shares the understanding gained from biblical, theological, missiological and historical study of discipling, both among Christians generally and more specifically among Christians who were formerly Muslims. This book also shares a great deal of seasoned wisdom gained from interviews with experienced disciplers ministering across the Arab world.5 It is my hope that the biblical, theological and practical insights and seasoned practices shared in these pages will help us all be more consistently fruitful in discipling believers from Muslim backgrounds in communities throughout the Muslim world.


  Effective Discipling Is Vital in Helping Believers in Muslim Communities Thrive


  God is at work in the Muslim world in unprecedented ways. He is increasingly calling men and women into loving witness among Muslims, and he is bringing growing numbers of Muslims to faith in Christ, even in the Arab world, which many consider to be the heartland of Islam. The more one becomes familiar with the remarkable story of God’s work in his church through the centuries, the more one is encouraged by the tremendous growth of the church in the Global South in the last few decades. We are indeed privileged to live and serve in a generation that is seeing unprecedented growth of the church in many parts of the world—more than 60 percent of the world’s Christians are now outside of the Western world. God is doing unprecedented and astonishing new things in our generation.


  In 1977, during an overland trip to India, I had the privilege of driving through the Muslim-majority nations of Bosnia, Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan. This journey, which was undertaken in response to God’s call to the Muslim world, took place when the evangelical world was once again awakening to the challenge and the opportunity of the Muslim world. Great heroes of ministry to Muslims in earlier generations such as Raymond Lull, Henry Martyn, Lilias Trotter and that great apostle to Islam, Samuel Zwemer (Wilson 1952), had been largely forgotten, as had the great nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-century legacies of extensive Protestant mission work in Asia, the Middle East (Vander Werff 1977), Africa and North Africa (Marsh 1980; Steele 1981).


  At the time of my journey to India there were only a few hundred believers in Turkey and Iran, only a handful of believers and no known house churches in Afghanistan and very little outreach to the Muslim majority in Pakistan. The next year, in the fall of 1978, the North American Conference on Muslim Evangelization was held at Glen Eyrie, Colorado Springs (see McCurry 1979 for the papers from the conference). The focus of that conference was on imagining new ways of doing ministry, in particular of forming Muslim-friendly indigenous churches of Muslim converts, so that there would finally be breakthroughs in ministry to Muslims. In God’s sovereign mercy, that conference marked the beginning of a resurgence of interest in the Muslim world among increasing numbers of evangelical churches in North America and the English-speaking world.6


  Nearly thirty years later, in March 2007, a conference with about five hundred participants was held in Asia, bringing together representatives from dozens of mission agencies working among Muslims. The aims of the conference included getting a clearer picture of the progress in ministry to Muslims and assessing which practices in evangelism, discipleship and church planting were consistently bearing the most fruit. Those of us gathered for that week represented thousands of workers living among and loving Muslims in people groups across the Muslim world. The book that came out of the conference, From Seed to Fruit: Global Trends, Fruitful Practices and Emerging Issues Among Muslims (Woodberry 2008), comments on the encouraging fact that in the years since the conference in Glen Eyrie in 1978, God has blessed the growing number of ministries among Muslims. Churches are being planted, and increasingly, especially since the beginning of the third millennium in A.D. 2000, we can even speak of growing numbers of movements to Christ among Muslims.7


  Significant progress is being made among Muslims; however, in other ways it seems we have barely scratched the surface. In 2006 David Greenlee published a seminal collection of research into how and why Muslims are coming to faith in so many Muslim contexts around the world entitled From the Straight Path to the Narrow Way (Greenlee et al. 2006). This movement forward in ministry to Muslims is heartening. At the same time, most of those working with new believers coming out of Islam soon discover how difficult it is for these believers to stay in their new faith and to grow into maturity as Christians. One senior colleague with more than twenty-five years of experience discipling converts out of Islam in North Africa told me that more than three-quarters of the believers eventually either faded out of Christian fellowship or returned to Islam. In his discussion of church planting movements among Muslims instigated through the Camel Method, Kevin Greeson makes this disturbing, and confirming, observation: “Throughout the history of missionary outreach to Muslims, reconversion has been a consistent problem, with as many as 90 percent returning to Islam” (Greeson 2007, 168). In the conclusion of From the Straight Path to the Narrow Way, David Smith stresses the need for more work on discipleship: “Some Christian workers would say that if the task of bringing people to an initial commitment is hard, the process of enabling them to grow and develop as believers who are integrated into some kind of Christian fellowship is often even harder” (Smith 2006, 290). Smith then goes on to explain the challenge we face in discipling in Islamic contexts.


  The research carried out by Patrick Sookhdeo of the Barnabas Trust some years ago suggested that the proportion of new believers who return to Islam is remarkably high. Could it be, therefore, that alongside the analysis of the testimonies of those who have come to faith there needs to be a more rigorous and honest study of the reasons why many do not continue in their Christian faith? Many of the reasons are no doubt obvious. . . . But if we can admit that it may sometimes be our failings that make them go back, we might have to rethink much of our practice and our proclamation. (290-91)


  When one surveys the rapidly increasing number of books on ministry to Muslims, one uncovers surprisingly little written on the subject of discipling believers from Muslim backgrounds, even though it is widely recognized that effective discipleship is a crucial element in the establishment of BMB churches. Muslim society far too often makes it socially and spiritually repressive for those who are called to be disciples of Christ in their communities. Discipleship for BMBs is an especially challenging task, especially when they continue to live in the communities of their birth.8


  The Value of Research into BMB Discipleship


  Having worked in international transdenominational mission communities for more than thirty years, I have observed that the way we approach discipling Muslims who come to faith in Christ often naturally reflects the way we ourselves were discipled or the way in which our local church or ministry group in our home country discipled. Many workers among Muslims come to the task of discipling BMBs with little training and with almost no previous experience as disciplers. Moreover, those who have some previous experience discipling often have not discipled cross-culturally, nor have they thought much about what discipleship is and how it is best carried out in Muslim contexts. We tend to disciple by instinct. Fortunately, the Holy Spirit is often at work shaping our instincts so that there can be lasting fruit. Though church planters in certain denominational mission agencies tend to have clearer ideas about how their church teaches them to disciple, I have not observed that they are any more effective than those of us working in interdenominational groups. The key factor seemed to be whether or not we learn from our failures and work together to do a better job than we did in the beginning.


  At the same time, I believe that all of us, whether believers from Muslim backgrounds or disciplers of believers from Muslim backgrounds, can benefit from prayerful reflection and research into the nature of spiritual growth and discipleship that reflects on the special challenges and opportunities of Muslim contexts. If BMBs living in such contexts are to stand strong and reach out in love to their families and communities, then clear, biblically grounded, historically informed and culturally appropriate approaches to discipleship must be a central feature of ongoing church and ministry life.


  Where Discipleship Fits in a Believer’s Journey to Faith in Christ


  Some argue, with considerable plausibility, that discipleship begins long before the point of conversion. In many situations, the actual decision to follow Christ comes after Muslims spend considerable time experiencing Christian community and fellowship, involvement in church services or Bible studies and learning much about the content of the faith. Furthermore, as will be discussed below, in collective cultures people often need to join a community in order to explore what commitment to Christ means, and often their decision to follow Christ occurs only after they have been part of the community and discipled into the meaning of Christian commitment. Though I wholeheartedly agree that this is often the way things work, and I use preconversion welcome into community as a primary strategy in evangelism with Muslims, I still am not comfortable with calling this vital initiation process discipleship. There is clearly an important spiritual change that takes place at the point of conversion, and even when the precise point of conversion may not be clearly known to the convert or to the evangelist, discipling people toward fullness in Christ really takes off once they have encountered Christ and chosen to follow him.


  One incident in my ministry illustrates the distinction between being a seeker nurtured toward conversion and being discipled following conversion. In my first church planting effort in North Africa, a new believer invited his not-yet-believing friend to join our weekly study and worship meetings. This young man attended for several weeks and though he said almost nothing the whole time, he was listening and observing. Then one evening he declared to the group that, because of the experience of love and acceptance and genuine seeking after truth that he encountered in our little group, he had decided that he wanted to follow Christ. The next week, when we began to study the Gospel of John, he eagerly embraced the divinity of Christ presented in John because he had decided to follow Christ the week before. That point of decision to follow Christ was a crucial turning point for him. From then on, this brother was being discipled; before that point of decision, he was being nurtured and welcomed as a seeker.


  Some Scripture passages that point to the tremendous spiritual change that takes place at the point of conversion include John 1:12-13, John 3:3-8, 1 Corinthians 2:14-16, Ephesians 2:1-10, Colossians 1:21-23, 1 Thessalonians 1:9-10 and 1 Peter 1:3-9. In the Gospels, as will be explored in detail in chapter three, the call to follow Christ is very clear—either you follow him or you do not. Discipleship is following him, and I do not think it is accurate or helpful to say that we help people in their discipleship to Jesus until they have chosen to accept Jesus’ call to become his disciples. Though this question may be viewed as mostly a matter of semantics, it is important to make clear that “discipling,” as the term is used in this book, refers primarily to the ministry of helping those who have left behind the straight path taught by Muhammad and have made, through conversion, a conscious choice to embark on a path of lifelong discipleship to Christ. The need for solid conversion setting the stage for effective discipleship is so important that I devote the first chapter of the book to understanding conversion in the New Testament and in practice in Muslim communities.


  Part One


  Biblical, Historical and Missiological Foundations for Discipling Believers from Muslim Backgrounds


  Jesus stressed the importance of building on a solid foundation. When one first begins to help disciple BMBs, the help one seeks is often practical—advice on how to handle the often bewildering situations encountered. You may have picked up this book seeking the kind of practical advice on what to do in various situations that is given in part two. However, experience suggests that the longer one disciples and continues to encounter heartbreaking failure, one begins to reflect more deeply in order to better understand what is happening and what ought to be happening. In part one, then, before moving to the practical challenges covered in part two, we attempt to chart vital scriptural and historical bearings through a study of discipleship in the New Testament, followed by an exploration of how discipleship has been understood and worked out in several major historical and contemporary Christian traditions. This is done to help us have a starting point from which to better deal with what is happening in the diverse discipling contexts we encounter around the Muslim world. The theoretical foundation laid in chapters one through seven concludes in chapter eight with the introduction of a discipleship model that draws together many of the central elements in spiritual transformation explored in the first seven chapters.


  1


  Genuine Conversion to Christ Forms the Basis for Lifelong Discipleship


  And Peter said to them, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.”


  Acts 2:38


  



  Baptism is the Christ-ordained means by which the faith of the church is embodied in the life of its members.


  Gordon T. Smith, Transforming Conversion
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  Conversion Is the Beginning of a Life of Discipleship


  With more than seven years of experience ministering in North Africa and with solid ability in the local Arabic dialect, Steven considered himself a gifted evangelist, but he was increasingly frustrated that he was having trouble planting a church. Steven told me that he had led dozens of young men and some young women to faith but had seen nearly all of them fall away soon after their conversion (usually within a few weeks or months and most within less than a year). Now he and some co-workers were meeting with a group of about a dozen young believers on a weekly basis, and he was continuing his regular evangelism in the streets and cafés. He was hopeful that this group of believers would solidify and last as a house church before his planned departure from the country eight months later. His confidence in the ability of North African believers to remain in the faith was quite low. He was almost desperate for some new approach to discipling that would help him turn this persistently high discipling failure rate around.


  Cheri’s experience of evangelism and discipling in North Africa was quite different from Steven’s. One of the questions I asked those I interviewed was something like: “How many of those who you have been discipling have fallen away?” Cheri’s thoughtfully slow response surprised me: “None that I can think of.” Over the previous decade God had used her to help lead perhaps fifteen to twenty women to faith in Christ, and she could not think of a single one who was not continuing as a faithful disciple of Christ. As I probed and sought to understand reasons for this unusual faithfulness following conversion, I discovered that it was closely linked to the way she approached evangelism. As she met and befriended women and shared the gospel with them, she would take months, sometimes years, in regular discussion and Bible study with them before they finally chose to follow Christ. She was insistent that they understood the gospel fully, and that they knew and understood what it would mean to be a disciple of Christ following their conversion before she invited them to become a disciple of Christ. At times, some of the women would express a desire to follow Christ after only several weeks of hearing about Jesus, but Cheri would not lead them in prayers of repentance and faith in Christ until she was fully assured that they knew, understood and were willing to embrace all that conversion to Christ might entail for them, including possibly severe persecution, being divorced by their husbands, losing their jobs, and so on. As a direct result of her approach to evangelism, all of the women whom she had the privilege of discipling became solid believers who were contributing members of local house churches and whose faith survived Cheri’s recent expulsion from North Africa.


  These contrasting experiences of fruitfulness in discipling underline how important it is that we understand the nature and meaning of conversion. Though I did not get a full account of Steven’s approach to evangelism, he did tell me that sometimes he was able to lead a Muslim to faith in Christ during their first conversation. He had developed an evangelistic technique in which he was able to divert typical Muslim objections and turn the conversation to the person’s need to confess his or her sins and embrace Christ right away. He was convinced that once people had believed in Christ, the Holy Spirit would enter in and help the new believers to understand more and more of the meaning of their new faith after they had confessed faith in Christ. His goal was to bring them to the point of praying to receive Christ for salvation as quickly as he could.


  Though Steven’s case is, I suspect, rather extreme, the contrast between Steven’s and Cheri’s approaches to evangelism underlines how important it is that we have a clear and biblical understanding of the nature of conversion. How much do people need to understand before they can meaningfully put their trust in Christ? How much does our own conversion experience color the way we expect Muslims to come to faith in Christ? What influence does the way someone comes to faith in Christ have on his or her subsequent life of discipleship? How much does an accurate understanding of the gospel and salvation prior to believing influence the discipleship experience following conversion? As the cases of Steven and Cheri illustrate, the extent of preconversion understanding of the gospel is very closely connected to the postconversion success in discipling and the likelihood of BMBs being able to persevere long term and thrive as disciples of Christ integrated into local bodies of believers.


  This book is not about conversion, and space does not permit a long exploration of the biblical and theological meaning and experience of conversion, nor do we have time for a discussion of what conversion means experientially for Muslims who come to Christ.1 However, it is important to take time now, at the outset of the book, to think about the nature of conversion and the influence that one’s conversion experience has on one’s subsequent life as a believer. A good place to begin is to stress that conversion ought to be viewed as the beginning of a life of discipleship, and if a conversion experience has not launched a new believer into such ongoing discipleship to Jesus, then it is appropriate to ask if the conversion itself was genuine. In his compelling book on conversion, Gordon Smith stresses the close connection between conversion and the rest of one’s life as a Christian: “Conversion is the genesis, the point of departure for the rest of our Christian life. . . . The whole of our Christian experience is the working out of the full meaning and implication of our conversion” (Smith 2010, 1). Going a step further, Dallas Willard argues that there is a direct correlation between the gospel one believes and the likelihood of a convert becoming a lifelong disciple of Christ following conversion to that gospel:


  Let us begin by noting that if we do not preach the gospel of the kingdom of God as Jesus did but preach some other gospel . . . we cannot truly progress in the formation of character into Christlikeness. That is because the message preached will have no essential connection with constant spiritual growth. We need to announce (preach), teach, and manifest the good news that Jesus Himself announced. That good news is of the availability of life now in the kingdom of God by placing our confidence in Jesus as the Lord of all (see Matthew 4:17, 23; 9:35; Mark 1:15; Luke 4:43; Romans 10:9-10; 14:17). (Willard 2010, 31, italics in the original)


  Clearly, both the nature of the gospel message that people, including Muslims, believe, and the way that people come to believe in the message and entrust themselves to Christ’s life, will have significant influence on what the believers become and do following conversion.


  So, what is conversion, and are there any aspects of conversion that are vital, or even essential? Are there forms of conversion that by their very nature, as Willard suggests, will lead to stunted growth and failed discipleship? Are there forms of conversion that will, conversely, consistently yield a life of strong discipleship and growth toward maturity in Christ? Might it not be appropriate to consider when the conversion experience of a BMB establishes a genuine and solid enough foundation on which to build lifelong discipleship? Taking time to reflect on the nature of conversion in the New Testament will provide some guidance in finding answers to these vital questions about the relationship of conversion to discipleship.


  Repentance, Baptism and Conversion in the New Testament


  As I have been sharing the outcomes of my research into discipling BMBs with workers around the world, I have often been asked about the role that baptism plays in discipling. Though I have long believed that baptism is an important part of obedience to Christ, I did not, unfortunately, include the topic of baptism in the interview research into discipling that undergirds this book. However, I have since come to understand a little more of the significance of baptism in the New Testament experience and teaching on conversion. In seeking to get a deeper understanding of conversion, one is hard pressed to do better than to turn to Gordon Smith’s Transforming Conversion (2010), cited above. Much of what follows in this section relies heavily on Smith’s study of the nature of conversion and the role that repentance and baptism play in authentic Christian conversion. Though Smith is not dealing with Muslim contexts in his book, he writes out of a wide experience of global Christianity and is very much aware of the challenges inherent in applying his insights to Muslim contexts.


  The Philippian jailor asked Paul and Silas the classic question “What must I do to be saved?” (Acts 16:30). Many and varied answers to that question have been debated among evangelists, preachers, missionaries and theologians ever since. Peter helpfully answered the question he was asked on the day of Pentecost, “What shall we do?” by saying, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:38). Taking time to reflect on Peter’s answer here provides an excellent place to begin to understand the nature of Christian conversion in the Bible. This is the first appearance of this question in the New Testament subsequent to the death and resurrection of Christ, and it is quite plausible to argue that Luke is here setting out the theologically normative answer to the question for the church to whom he is writing a generation after Christ’s resurrection. Throughout Acts there are numerous conversion narratives that describe what happens in conversion, but it is here in Acts 2:38 that an explanation is given as to what needs to happen for someone to be saved. Smith points out that this pivotal text has two distinct dimensions of human response: a call to repentance, which is an interior and individual response; and the call to be baptized, which is an external and social or corporate response to the preaching of the gospel. Smith explores how this pivotal text shapes our understanding of conversion in the New Testament: “The two-fold movement of repentance and baptism incorporates a dynamic interplay between the individual and the community. . . . Though there is more to conversion than repentance and baptism, this text profiles these two actions—or perhaps better put, this dual action—as pivotal to the conversion experience” (Smith 2010, 114).


  Smith suggests that the twofold response to the gospel, repentance and baptism, can well be viewed as “the hub or locus of a Christian conversion” (119). He devotes a full chapter to each element. He first explains what repentance means (chap. 7) and then explores why it is essential that baptism accompany repentance (chap. 8), and that both be seen as core elements of authentic Christian conversion. It is helpful to reiterate a few of his points to clarify the relationship that conversion has to the life of discipleship within the church of Christ, as seen in the New Testament and as applied to Muslim contexts.


  Genuine repentance is a foundational part of conversion. Smith begins his chapter on repentance with this strong statement: “Repentance is so much at the heart of the matter that in many respects it is virtually synonymous with conversion. One could almost say that to convert is to repent. . . . Repentance is the pivot on which the experience of conversion rests. . . . The heart and soul of conversion is repentance” (Smith 2010, 127, emphasis added). According to Smith, repentance is “the particular and biblical response to God’s revelation to the heart and mind” (138). In the Old Testament, “repentance is fundamentally covenantal, relational; it is a turning to God” (130). The New Testament begins with John’s calling the people of God to repentance, and Jesus himself also preaches repentance (Mt 4:17; Mk 1:15; Lk 5:32; 13:3; 15:7). Jesus comes calling Israel to repent in a way that fits with the entire Old Testament prophetic tradition (130-31). Two things are particularly pertinent in the biblical witness about repentance: confession and repentance are integral to the normal patterns of community life and worship in God’s people and “the content of this repentance is a personal and corporate alignment with the reign of God in the world, through Christ” (132).2


  To be a disciple is to be baptized. In the New Testament, baptism is clearly integral to the entire conversion experience and is closely tied to repentance. Baptism is the ordained means whereby we are united with Christ, and it is a conscious and deliberate identification with the death of Christ on the cross whereby following our resurrection with Christ in baptism, we are now identified with Christ and his reign as members of the kingdom of God. It is valuable to spell out what Smith believes to be the three primary dimensions of the meaning of baptism in the New Testament (141-48).


  First, in baptism a believer appropriates the forgiveness of sins, so that as forgiven sinners we can now live in the light, renouncing our sins and walking in the light. Second, Christ’s eschatological promise that we would be filled with the Holy Spirit is initially fulfilled in our water baptism. In baptism one is initiated into the life of the Spirit, without whom it would be impossible to live the new life in Christ. Water baptism is the believer’s action, whereas Spirit baptism is Christ’s action as we undergo water baptism.3 Third, in our baptism we are incorporated into the Christian community. There are no private baptisms, because baptism is mediated by the church and is the conscious and deliberate act by which the new believer is incorporated into the church. Contra the teaching of the Roman Catholic church, it is not the church that brings us into the salvation of Christ, but Christ who gives meaning to our membership in the church.


  Thus, I would affirm that, based on a careful reading of the New Testament, baptism ought to be central to our conversion experience and ought to be the critical benchmark of our lives. Our baptism calls us back to our identity in Christ as members of a forgiven people who are together called to lives of righteousness, of ongoing repentance and continually renewed experience of forgiveness. As we think further about the nature of discipling in Muslim contexts in the remainder of this book, let us remember that in the New Testament a solid beginning in a believer’s life of discipleship to Christ is inseparably linked to repentance and baptism.


  Conversion and Baptism in Muslim Contexts


  The conversion experience of BMBs is as varied as the individuals involved. Among the men whom I helped disciple, one devout and faithful Muslim man, who had been prepared to follow Christ through five years of dreams and visions of Jesus, came to faith in Christ immediately after having understood the call of Christ in the gospel. Another believed following a long, slow search and an extended period in a one-on-one Bible study. Others came to faith through the influence of their believing friends.


  Complexities and variations in Muslim conversions. Recent years have seen the publication of a number of excellent articles and books examining the phenomenon of Muslims turning to Christ.4 Muslims are coming to Christ in a wide variety of ways, and there are significant discipleship implications inherent in the different means that God uses to draw them to Christ. Woodberry uses the analogy of the five fingers of the hand of God working in the glove of circumstances in drawing Muslims to faith: the resurgence of political Islam or Islamism; natural and human-caused catastrophes; the migration of Muslims out of their homelands; the Muslim desire for blessing or power (baraka); and ethnic and cultural resurgence (Woodberry 2006, 11-13). Woodberry also notes a number of things that appear to often influence Muslims and draw them toward Christ. He put these influences into two main groups: Muslim experience of encountering Christians, prayer answered by Jesus, dissatisfaction with Muslims or Islam and dreams and visions of Jesus; and finding that their spiritual needs were better answered by faith in Christ. In ranked order those needs are inner peace, forgiveness, assurance of salvation, the love of God, spiritual guidance through the Bible, spiritual fellowship, freedom from fear and loneliness and deliverance from demonization (14-17). Similarly, Gaudeul found five types of influences drawing Muslims to Christ: encountering the person of Christ, a thirst for truth, seeking a community of believers, seeking forgiveness and redemption and seeking a personal encounter with God through prayer (2006, 82-89).


  Given the spiritual reality explored above, that the nature of one’s conversion to Christ has enormous influence on the path of discipleship as a Christian, it is vital to stress that the discipling of BMBs must take into account the unique conversion experiences of the BMBs one is helping disciple. The issues that need special emphasis when discipling BMBs, especially in the early stages, must be closely adapted to the characteristics of the BMB’s conversion experience.


  Baptism in Muslim contexts. The question of baptism in Muslim contexts is challenging, and it is not easy to make wise and biblical choices regarding whether, when and how to baptize new believers. It is telling that in the published report (Woodberry 2008, 97-171) of the consultation on fruitful practices in Muslim evangelism, discipleship and church planting held in March 2007, with five hundred practitioners from around the world, baptism was given only one short paragraph (138). It would appear that for those gathered, baptism had ceased to play any significant role in their understanding of evangelism, discipleship and even church planting, or at least its role is being overlooked.


  It does not take long for a person beginning to live in a Muslim country to begin to understand why baptizing new believers can be such a challenge. More than thirty years ago Phil Parshall noted a nearly universal caricature of Christian baptism in the eyes of Muslims around the world. Parshall describes how a just-baptized believer is typically perceived by his Muslim community:


  Abdul Muhammad has openly declared himself a traitor to Islamic social structures, political and legal systems, economic patterns; and, worst of all, the religion of his fathers has been profaned and desecrated. He has now become a worshipper of three gods, a follower of a corrupted religious book, an eater of pork, a drinker of wine, and a member of an alien society of warmongers and adulterers. (Parshall 1980, 190)


  In his discussion of baptism, Parshall noted that there was unanimous agreement—among the eleven workers with experience in fourteen Muslim countries that he surveyed—that handling baptism effectively is one of the biggest challenges in evangelism among Muslims (190). After discussing various ideas for substituting different, more culturally nuanced rites of passage for baptism, Parshall concludes that the rite of baptism needs to be preserved (194-97) but that the practice of baptism can be adapted to suit the realities of Muslim contexts. He notes that two departures from the apparent New Testament pattern of immediate public baptism following repentance and faith seemed to be appropriately and commonly practiced in Muslim contexts: a considered delay in baptism until there is a sizeable group of new believers ready who can be baptized together, and thus able to withstand the resulting rejection and persecution; and having the baptism in secret with a small group of local believers, sometimes in a distant location. This parallels the consensus of the previously mentioned five hundred missionaries who gathered in 2007 that baptism should be administered by other believers after time was given for quality discipling and that it should take place in the presence of other believers in an appropriate secure location (Woodberry 2008, 138).


  What then can we bring from our examination of the nature of conversion, repentance and baptism in the New Testament and apply in Muslim contexts? Let me suggest several important principles. First, let us continually allow the powerful experience of conversion in the New Testament to influence our expectations and our practice of evangelism and discipleship in Muslim contexts. It is normative, in the sense of it being the normal New Testament expectation, that conversions of Muslims to Christ should involve a heartfelt repentance from sin and a turning to God and joining into Christ’s body, the church, through baptism.


  Second, given the fact that Muslims come to faith with a wide assortment of unbiblical understandings that must be sorted out, let us do what we can to ensure that there is thorough instruction in the Bible and in the biblical worldview before and after the point where a Muslim repents of his or her sin and joins with Christ in his body through baptism. Because most of the examples of conversion recorded in the New Testament involved either Jews or Gentile God-fearers embracing Christ, most already had the worldview background to ground their faith in Christ that Muslims do not typically have before they believe. Thus, it is reasonable to expect that BMBs will normally need a longer time of teaching and discipling before they will be ready for baptism.


  Third, let us reflect and learn from the example of the ancient church in North Africa. It did not take long, in the centuries following the New Testament era, for extensive discipleship programs to develop that candidates for baptism had to undergo prior to baptism. Such extensive baptismal preparation programs suggest that conversion was viewed more as a journey than an event. Though I am not suggesting that we copy their system, it is instructive to examine the program North African Saint Augustine implemented in his church. The program involved confessing believers participating in a two-year program of weekly teaching in groups, as well as personal mentoring under the guidance of an assigned sponsor, or discipler. Following this two-year instructional period, if individuals exhibited adequate quality of life and readiness to commit to the faith, then they went through a further season of formal testing and prayer, and instruction in the creeds, for forty days (often during Lent) that led up to the baptism itself (often on Easter morning). The baptism ceremony involved renunciations of the devil and the pleasures of the world, a pledge of allegiance to Christ and an affirmation of belief in the triune God, a triple immersion, and the anointing of oil and a rite whereby the convert was immersed in the life of the Spirit. The baptism was followed by the convert’s first participation in the celebration of the Eucharist (Smith 2010, 53-55).


  However much we may or may not want to emulate Saint Augustine’s approach, it seems quite clear that if Muslims who came to faith in Christ were prepared for their baptism in such a thorough way, I suspect that there would be far fewer converts falling away following their baptism. Baptism would thus become a pivotal anchor point in their lives as they publically or discreetly joined a local church, the body of Christ, the person in whom they had come to put their entire trust and to whom they pledged to devote their lives. I suspect that, for many of us, the idea of spending months and even years giving careful and thorough instruction to prepare people for their baptism seems counterintuitive to our strong desire to see as many people converted and as many churches established as quickly as possible. However, I suspect that one of the commonly repeated counterintuitives for launching church planting movements applies here: “go slow in order to go fast.”5


  With such thorough preparation for a life of discipleship as part of the local church, one would expect a far higher success rate in BMBs becoming vital contributing members of the churches, living as disciples and seeking to do the work of the kingdom of God. As we better understand the nature of conversion and the central role that repentance and baptism play in the entire process, we will do well to strengthen our commitment to helping BMBs be thoroughly prepared for entering into their lives as disciples of Christ through baptism into the body of Christ existing within their Muslim communities. Let us not let the Muslim misunderstanding of baptism hinder us from understanding and practicing baptism in ways that more closely reflect New Testament teaching and example,6 and the best of Christian experience through the centuries.


  2


  Paul’s Understanding of Discipleship and Spiritual Growth


  For you were called to freedom, brothers. Only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another. For the whole law is fulfilled in one word: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”


  Galatians 5:13-14


  



  The Mosaic covenant and its prescriptions are no longer in force for believers now that Jesus Christ has come. . . . The law of Christ now functions as the norm for believers, and Christ’s self-sacrifice functions as the paradigm of this law. . . . The law of Christ may be described as the law of love. . . . ‎Keeping the law of Christ is possible only because the new age has been inaugurated in Christ ‎and because the Spirit has been poured out into the lives of believers.


  Thomas Schreiner, New Testament Theology
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  Thirty-four-year-old Nasif had been a believer for a couple of years, was about ten years older than most of the other men in the house church and was unhappy that he was still unmarried. He was very serious, quiet and sober, and he mostly kept to himself. He was seldom joyous, and he struggled with being critical of all the other believers. He was unable to open up and share his thoughts and feelings in group settings. As he grew to trust me, he shared something of his difficult childhood, of having been seriously neglected by a distant and authoritative father who had married several wives, one of whom was his mother. It looked as if Nasif’s path to maturity in Christ was going to be slow, long and hard.


  So I was quite surprised when suddenly it seemed as if his whole personality had been transformed. He was now often joyful, could not stop smiling and was happy to share his thoughts with the other men in the group. What had happened to change Nasif in such profoundly positive ways in such a short period of time? A small ministry team from a Middle Eastern country had visited and had some special meetings with many of the believers we knew. Some of them prayed that Nasif would be filled with the Spirit. Nasif had begun to experience, in deep new ways, the reality of living by the power of the Spirit of God living in him. He told me that the way he viewed other people was totally different. Having experienced God’s love in powerful new ways, he now looked at every­one he saw around him as being loved by God and that made him feel loving toward them—even complete strangers. The encouraging story of Nasif’s experience of deeper transformation being greatly helped through a powerful encounter with the Holy Spirit aptly illustrates one of the apostle Paul’s central emphases that spiritual transformation occurs as we live our lives in the power of the Holy Spirit.


  Reflection on Discipleship Processes Evident in the New Testament


  Before examining the apostle Paul’s understanding of spiritual transformation, I need to explain how I am approaching the New Testament and why I am making an attempt to strengthen our understanding of discipleship in the Scriptures. For those of us who have known the Scriptures for years it is often difficult to see clearly what the Scriptures are saying because our perceptions are shaped by our longstanding personal, often culturally conditioned, ways of interpreting what we read.1 In this study of discipling, I found it difficult to gain fresh insights into discipling in the New Testament because I already knew what was taught. After all, I have been reading the Bible my entire life and have been a believer in Christ for more than fifty years.


  Most of us involved in discipling BMBs set about our task with confidence that we understand the nature of discipling—the challenge is simply to do a better job.2 Most of those whom I interviewed had no hesitation in immediately giving their definition of discipleship. Similarly, in examining approaches to discipleship as understood and practiced across diverse Christian traditions throughout church history (chaps. 4 and 5) I was struck by the easy confidence with which contemporary evangelical writers typically approached the task of discipling convinced that they already understand what discipleship was all about. This self-assurance makes it much more difficult for us to view the New Testament materials afresh. Yet, in this chapter and the next, I endeavor to examine discipleship as it was understood and practiced in the New Testament in order to shape a solid biblical foundation for discipling BMBs.3


  The order in which the books of the New Testament are placed (first the Gospels and Acts, then the Epistles) can significantly influence our implicit understanding of the gospel and the Christian life. Because Jesus’ teaching and his life, death, resurrection and ascension were the foundation on which the church was built, we rightly view the ministry of Jesus and his teaching in the Gospels as the source of the earliest Christians’ growth to maturity. When we examine the order in which the New Testament documents were written, we realize that it was the teaching of the apostles that interpreted the oral traditions of the life and teachings of Jesus until the Gospels were written. The accounts of Jesus’ life and teaching that we have in the four canonical Gospels were written down only after most of the epistles had been penned. This adds a different dimension to our reading of the Epistles.


  In my effort to listen to the New Testament authors afresh, I found that examining the New Testament teaching on spiritual growth in the order in which it was written yielded fresh insights. It gives more weight to Paul’s understanding of spiritual growth. It also gives us helpful context as we seek to better understand and interpret the meaning of discipleship that is taught by Jesus as he is presented to us by the apostles in the Gospels following several decades of church life after Pentecost. One thing that we see is that the first generation of Gentile Christians’ experience of the spiritual life was probably based as much on the apostolic message of repentance and forgiveness of sins through trusting in Christ, and on the apostolic understanding of the post-resurrection Jesus, as it was on the emphasis on the incoming reign of the pre-crucifixion King Jesus that is often stressed in the Gospels.


  One of the first intriguing observations is that the vocabulary of discipleship, though perhaps not the idea, is primarily in the Gospels and Acts—the books written in the latter half of the first century. The word disciple does not appear in the New Testament documents until we get to the Gospels and Acts.4 To help tease out some helpful nuances (and I am not claiming much more than nuancing) in the New Testament teaching on discipleship, we will begin our look at the teaching on spiritual growth and maturity presented in the New Testament by reflection on the earliest documents, before the word disciple and the concept of discipleship was commonly used in writing. We will deal with just two of Paul’s letters—Galatians and Philippians—as representative of early and late post-resurrection New Testament understanding of spiritual growth, before we examine, in the next chapter, the concept of discipleship that is central to many of the later New Testament documents (the Gospels and Acts) that were written near the end of the New Testament era.


  Our study of the teaching on discipleship found in the Gospels, in the next chapter, will examine the Gospel of Luke. Though other Gospels have varied emphases and insights into discipleship, a careful examination of Luke provides enough representative insight into the nature of discipleship as it is presented in the Gospels as a whole. We will also look at Acts because it covers the time of transition from Christ’s ministry to the ministry of the apostles and the early church, and thus we will have come full circle back to our chronological starting point.


  The understanding of the composition order of the New Testament is not something new.5 However, it is helpful to recall this historical process as we study the New Testament perspectives on discipleship, because the teaching found in Paul’s epistles is the earliest written expression that we have of what it means to live as believers within Christ’s covenant community. Examining Paul’s writings first, before Luke-Acts, will help us be more sensitive to how the early believers came to learn what it meant to live in Christ before they had access to the more extensive written information about Jesus and his teaching on discipleship recorded later.


  Paul in Galatians: Manifesto for Living by the Spirit Instead of Under Law


  Galatians, Paul’s earliest epistle, is the first written record we have of Paul helping believers grow in faith. It is believed to be Paul’s first letter, written in A.D. 48 or 49.6 For the purposes of our discussion now, we will operate with the scholarly consensus that the letter was most probably written prior to the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) in A.D. 49. Any attempt to figure out the apostle Paul’s understanding of how we are to live our lives as believers in Christ cannot do better than to absorb the teaching in this short, powerful, oral polemic,7 in which Paul pleads with the believers in the churches in Galatia to not submit to life under the Mosaic law. This short epistle, addressed to new believers in the first century who were being asked to follow the Torah as the guide for their new life in Christ, gives valuable insight in helping new believers learn to live in freedom in Christ. This is a vital epistle for believers from a background of Islamic legalism.


  Galatians’ central theme is that sanctification comes through living by the Spirit. Ever since this letter became one of Martin Luther’s favorite epistles, it has frequently been viewed as a glorious statement of the doctrine of justification by faith alone. How can it be otherwise understood, so long as it has such verses as Galatians 2:16? “Yet we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by faith in Christ and not by works of the law, because by works of the law no one will be justified.” Yet, as I have repeatedly reread the epistle over the years, and studied and wrestled with Paul’s understanding of the Law,8 I have become convinced that the question that the believers in Galatia were struggling with was not how one is justified in God’s eyes. Rather, they were trying to sort out whether or not the Mosaic law can serve as guide and power for living the Christian life. The central question in this epistle is about sanctification rather than justification.


  Making an effort to step out of one’s own experience with the text and truly attempt to hear the text speak afresh, as it did to its original hearers,9 helps considerably in understanding the core issue that Paul wrote this letter to address. Knowing the question Paul was answering helps understand the central teaching of this epistle. Listen to what Paul asks the Galatians:


  Did you receive the Spirit by works of the law or by hearing with faith? Are you so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh? Did you suffer so many things in vain—if indeed it was in vain? Does he who supplies the Spirit to you and works miracles among you do so by works of the law, or by hearing with faith? (Gal 3:2-5)


  The question that the Galatians were struggling with was precisely whether or not they ought to become Torah-observant Gentiles in order to help them bring their new spiritual life to perfection and maturity. Witherington vigorously supports this interpretation: “The most basic contrast that underlies all of Paul’s argument in this discourse is not between faith and works of the Law, but between life in the Spirit lived out by faith and life lived on the basis of Torah observance” (Witherington 1998b, 360).


  These early believers, many of whom were believing God-fearers, were being taught by zealous Jewish believers in Christ that the best way to live out their life in Christ was through following the Torah. Paul was rightly alarmed. As a former Torah-observant Jew, he knew that following the law did not bring freedom from sin and power over the flesh. Paul wrote this letter in order to persuade the believers in the infant churches in Galatia not to submit to circumcision and not to use the Mosaic law as a guide in their Christian walk. Paul was convinced that a new age had dawned and that all was now focused in and through Christ. To allow the law to guide their New Covenant experience would have been to go back to living as if Christ had never come at all. Moisés Silva (2001, 169-86) believes that this eschatological perspective expresses the core of Paul’s theology, especially as it appears here in Galatians. Paul was convinced that if the Galatian believers were to use the Torah as a guide for living, they would find their faith in Christ useless and they would be cut off from their relationship to Christ (Gal 5:2-5). Witherington agrees: “All the arguments in Galatians are intending to convince the Galatians not to submit to circumcision and the Mosaic Law and instead to continue to walk in the way of freedom in the Spirit which Paul had taught them when he first delivered the Gospel to them” (1998b, 27).


  Though this is not the place to spell out implications of this point for evangelizing and discipling Muslims, surely the fact that the central message of the first New Testament document so strongly opposes law observance for Gentiles should give us cause to reject radical proposals, such as one that Joshua Massey made a decade ago (2004a, 2004b), that call for Christian missionaries among Muslims to live like Torah-observant Jews in order to better reach and disciple Muslims. How can it be possible that we Gentiles should live like Jews to reach Gentile Muslims? If our apostle, that is, the apostle to the Gentiles, passionately opposed non-Jews submitting to the Torah, how can it serve God’s purpose in this final eschatological age of Christ to return to the yoke of the law in order to bring Muslims under the same oppressive yoke under which the Jews struggled?


  Living by the Spirit is the best way to nurture spiritual growth. One of the central teachings of the Old Testament is that the way one overcomes the evil inclinations of the flesh is by conforming one’s heart and mind to the Torah. Psalm 119 is a well-known example of this quintessential Old Covenant approach to spiritual formation. From its first verse, “Blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of the LORD!” (Ps 119:1) to its last, “I do not forget your commandments” (Ps 119:176), this psalm extols the positive effect on God’s people of walking according to God’s law. One can understand why devout Jews of Paul’s day (and devout Christians in our day who, for example, stress the need to teach the Ten Commandments) would not be quick to abandon Torah observance as central to their spiritual growth and holiness after coming to believe in Christ as Messiah.


  Paul, that one-time zealous Torah observer, ardently warned his dearly loved new believers in Galatia that continued Torah observance could lead to them losing their faith (Gal 5:4). Why did Paul stress that Torah observance was not the New Covenant path to holiness? He argued that the Torah was given as a concession to the weakness of human flesh and was put in charge until Christ, the fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham, arrived on the scene. Being under the law was being in slavery and under a needed taskmaster (Gal 3-5). In Christ we are now free to live according to the Spirit. In this new era, righteousness comes through living in obedience to the Spirit (Gal 5:5-6). The entire noble and worthy purpose of the law, to transform people into holiness, is now fulfilled in us through the Spirit. The new “law” of Christ is for believers to love one another and thus fulfill the intention of the Torah by means of the Spirit.


  The whole operating principle of the spiritual life in this eschatological new age is one of faith and trust in God through Christ and responsive obedience to the Holy Spirit. When believers live according to the Spirit they experience grace and peace through Jesus (Gal 6:13-18). The flesh has been put to death in Christ’s death (which we join to in baptism, as explained in chapter one) and the life we now live, we live by faith. Christ himself lives his life through us (Gal 2:19-21). In Galatians, Paul stresses that it is living by the Spirit alone that has power to overcome the pull of the flesh—the Torah cannot conquer the flesh. When we yield to the Spirit, the fruit of the Spirit grows in our lives and we discover that our flesh—the bodily desires and passions that pull us toward sinful thoughts and behaviors—is crucified and we find ourselves able to live, more and more consistently, in righteousness (Gal 5:15-25). Further, this exhortation to live according to the Spirit is never addressed to individual believers. It is only as we live together, loving and helping each other to be led by the Spirit, that we can know consistent victory over the flesh (Gal 6:1-10).


  At this point, it is natural to ask whether there is any ongoing place for law or regulations of any kind in the life of the believer. Surely the New Testament is full of new commandments from Christ and Paul and others—exhortations and authoritative guidance as to right and wrong behavior. The answer is, in part, that there is still plenty of room for moral instruction and exhortations to appropriate behavior, but the believers under the New Covenant are no longer under any legal system. They live under the Spirit, fulfilling the law of love by faith.


  Before moving to Philippians, it is crucial that we apply the message of Galatians in discipling BMBs. Living according to the Torah is not the way to live the Christian life. Greenlee suggests that the use of the Torah could help make believers stronger: “A colleague with many years of experience in Turkey told me that believers he worked with who evaluated their lives in the light of biblical commandments were those who grew spiritually. The Ten Commandments provides a checklist of moral imperative. Those who dealt with sin in these ten areas were those most likely to persevere in the faith” (Greenlee 2007, 26-27). My response to such a use of the Torah is that it is indeed good that BMBs be aware of their sins and repent of them. However, using the Ten Commandments as a rule to measure one’s life is less effective than comparing their lives and actions to the lives and examples of Jesus or even of Paul. Going back to the Torah for instruction in Christian living is the strategy for growth in Christ that Paul condemns. It is critically important that those who disciple BMBs continuously strive to keep the focus on the dynamic and life transforming reality of walking by the Holy Spirit.


  Islam is often experienced as a religion of works and of outward conformity to an elaborate code of conduct and religious ritual. The new age that God brought about in Christ, into which the BMB has been brought through faith in Christ, leads to inner transformation by the Spirit as BMBs pay attention to the leading of a person, the Holy Spirit. Such transformation never comes through adherence to a legal code or a community standard. The day-to-day reality of how the Christian life is to be lived, according to Paul, is very different from anything that most former Muslims have previously experienced, and so it should not be surprising that there will be a tendency for BMBs to fall into varieties of legalism as they instinctively try to live their new lives as believers the way that they had previously lived as Muslims. The solution is not to give them more law but to teach them how grace works through the power of the indwelling Spirit in their daily lives.


  Paul in Philippians: Knowing Christ and the Power of His Resurrection


  Moving from Galatians to Philippians takes us ahead some fourteen years to what is believed to be the last letter written by Paul from his captivity in Rome (A.D. 62).10 The tone, context and content of this letter differ considerably from that of Galatians. What is this short letter all about? When I sought help in discerning the main theme(s) of the letter from commentators on Philippians, I did not find consensus. Hawthorne gives eight reasons why Paul may have written the letter (1983, xlvii-xlviii), and other commentators suggested from two to five main themes.11 Though many of the themes given by commentators overlap, New Testament scholars appear to find it difficult to agree on Paul’s main purpose for writing. Yet, as I read and reread the epistle, two major concerns stood out. It seems to me that when Paul wrote this letter to the believers twelve years after he planted the church there on his first visit,12 he sought to ensure that they would remain united in love, demonstrating the reality of their faith in Christ by resisting divisions and quarrels among themselves; and that they would deal effectively with the opposition and persecution they are encountering from non-believers. These different but related concerns are also among the biggest challenges facing BMBs and their house churches: the challenges of external persecution and opposition from their own families and communities and the infighting within the fellowship coming from lack of trust and inability to get along.


  Paul’s view of spiritual nurture in four significant passages in Philippians. In order to draw out Paul’s understanding of the process of spiritual transformation seen in Philippians, I will briefly examine these four important passages: Paul’s opening prayer (Phil 1:9-11), his thesis statement (Phil 1:27-30), his use of Christ as an example for the believers (Phil 2:1-11) and his explanation of how believers are to live the Christian life by faith (Phil 3:2–4:1).


  If you want to know what someone cares about, listen to his or her prayers. Paul’s prayer for the believers in Philippi gives clear insight into what he desires to see developing in their lives: “And it is my prayer that your love may abound more and more, with knowledge and all discernment, so that you may approve what is excellent, and so be pure and blameless for the day of Christ” (Phil 1:9-10). What kind of spiritual growth process does Paul envision here? He wants to see the outworking of Christ in their lives bear fruit in an overflowing of love that grows in wisdom, spiritual knowledge and discernment. Love is the foundation for everything else. This recalls his statement in Galatians that the only thing that counts is “faith working through love” (Gal 5:6). In his insightful study of the way that the crucified Christ shaped Paul’s entire spirituality and theology, Gorman emphasizes the significant role of love:


  Love is clearly central to Paul’s spirituality and to his understanding both of Christ and of himself. Love . . . fulfills the Law. . . . The source of this understanding of love is in the cross, which is the expression of Christ’s love. . . . Christ’s love on the cross is thus the paradigmatic act of love that can give rise to analogous acts by any who are in Christ. (Gorman 2001, 215)


  Paul’s opening prayer for the believers in Philippi expresses one of his core understandings of Christian spirituality: we are to love as Christ loved us in dying for us. Gorman coins the word cruciformity to identify this conscious imitation of Christ’s sacrificial love (2001, 4-7).


  In the second passage that we are examining, Philippians 1:27-30, we see the central theme of the epistle: “Let your manner of life be worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that whether I come and see you or am absent, I may hear of you that you are standing firm in one spirit, with one mind striving side by side for the faith of the gospel” (Phil 1:27). Paul believes that the believers’ manner of life should be a credit to the gospel of Christ. They must remain firm in their commitment to live out the gospel, and they must not allow anything to break their united commitment to Christ and his glory. The gospel is the life-transforming center of life. Paul disciples the believers here by calling them to live their lives in a manner consistent with the gospel. We are to imitate not only Christ’s teachings and lifestyle but also his self-sacrificing love and humility exhibited in his taking on human flesh and yielding to death. Paul calls us to live worthy of the gospel of the crucified Christ—to live in “cruciformity” to Christ.


  In our third passage, Philippians 2:1-11, Paul begins (Phil 2:1-4) with an emotionally charged appeal to the believers to be united in love:


  So if there is any encouragement in Christ, any comfort from love, any participation in the Spirit, any affection and sympathy, complete my joy by being of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind. Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves. Let each of you look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others.


  Notice how Paul motivates them to become united. First, he appeals to their heritage as believers that they are in Christ together, comforted by his love and experiencing the Spirit together in love and sympathy (Phil 2:1). Paul then asks them to love each other out of their love for him (Phil 2:2). He continues by asking them to search their hearts and motivations and to not act out of rivalry or conceit but to have a Christ-like perspective on themselves and others (Phil 2:3-4). His exhortation and loving rebuke reaches its climax in Philippians 2:5-8, where he appeals to them to be like Christ himself who sacrificed himself for others in his incarnation and crucifixion.


  Paul takes the fundamental new transforming fact of history—the sacrificial act of God, offering himself in his Son on the cross, which ushered in the new era of the Spirit—and calls on the squabbling believers to emulate God’s love in the way they relate to each other in the local church. Much study has gone into understanding every word and phrase of this Christ-hymn (Phil 2:6-11),13 but the important point for us is to notice how Paul motivates believers to forsake squabbling and infighting. He calls them to imitate Christ’s humility and sacrificial obedience to the Father. Gorman points out the significance of Paul’s use of this Christ-hymn: “For Paul, to be in Christ is to be a living exegesis of this narrative of Christ, a new performance of the voluntary renunciation of rights and selfish gain in order to serve and obey” (2001, 92, emphasis in the original). The apostle Paul’s spiritual life is entirely modeled on the example of Christ’s life and death. He appeals to the believers in Philippi to live out of the powerful grace that comes to them in the story of Christ. Christ’s example of love ought to motivate loving action better than any other conceivable incentive.


  Our final passage from this epistle, Philippians 3:2–4:1, is Paul’s very personal account of what it has been like to live as a disciple of Christ since his encounter with Christ on the road to Damascus.14 There has been much discussion about who Paul was talking about in Philippians 3:2: “Look out for the dogs, look out for the evildoers, look out for those who mutilate the flesh.” It seems clear to me. Paul was responding to the same teaching that he encountered in Galatia. In Philippians, fifteen years later, Paul appeared to have much less patience for this kind of false teaching. In Philippians 3:3, he stated emphatically that those who believe in Christ and worship by the Spirit are the true circumcision. Circumcision of the flesh is no longer the point. He presented his own experience as a zealous, Torah-observant Pharisee, prior to his encounter with Christ, as a sufficient case to demonstrate that living according to the Mosaic law accomplished nothing. Righteousness now comes only through living by faith in Christ.


  Having recounted how much he himself was the paradigm of the God-fearing, believing Jew who was zealous for law keeping (Phil 3:4-6), Paul stressed that all that he had prior to Christ was worthless (Phil 3:7). Previously, as a devout, Torah-observant Jew, he would have striven to be righteous according to the requirements of the law. In contrast, Paul argued in Philippians 3:7-11, the only thing that counts is knowing Christ. It is only through knowing Christ and living dependent on him through faith that one can be transformed into Christ-likeness:


  But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things and count them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that depends on faith—that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead. (Phil 3:7-11, emphasis added)
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