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To the various members of the team who have worked with me in Christian missions and festivals throughout the world, who have shared with me, encouraged me, been patient with me, and have shown me more of Christ.




Foreword


A jolly saint of the recent past (was it William Temple? I can’t be sure) confessed to praying, ‘God who made me simple, make me simpler yet.’ Surely the very thought of such a prayer will jangle nerves in the modern West, where middle-class respectability, worldly wisdom and – let us say it straight out – spinelessness have muddled up and so watered down our Christianity. But in the King James Version of 2 Cor. 11:3 simplicity appears as a virtue, to be jealously guarded. ‘I fear,’ writes Paul, ‘lest … your minds should be corrupted from the simplicity that is in Christ.’


From Conybeare’s rendering of the Greek word as ‘single-minded faithfulness’, Goodspeed’s as ‘single-hearted fidelity’, and the Jerusalem Bible’s as ‘simple devotion’, we can see what sort of thing Christian simplicity is – not naivety or dim wittedness, but sincerity and straight forwardness in facing the moral and spiritual demands of being Christ’s person. Sin in our hearts, by making us complicated and devious, foments spiritual apathy and moral dishonesty; and sophistication in our culture, by relativising values and encouraging detachment as a mental attitude, reinforces both. God’s grace, however – by which I really mean our Lord Jesus Christ, who is grace incarnate – reverses the process, making us increasingly honest, straightforward and childlike in our life with God: in other words, simple in the sense defined above.


Study of Scripture is the highway to this supernatural simplicity. Psalm 19:7 celebrates the Word of God as ‘sure, making wise the simple’ (i.e. those who lack wisdom) – but God’s gift of wisdom from the Word, while banishing that kind of simplicity, leads us ever deeper into the sort of simplicity that I am speaking of now. The rule is, the wiser the simpler. Simplicity was seen supremely in Jesus, and is a mark of stature in his followers. If ever you have met a genuinely holy person, you know that already.


David Watson’s writings seem to me to be shining examples of this kind of simplicity. They are transparently clear, and ruthlessly straightforward in facing up to the Bible’s often upsetting and bewildering practical challenges. David Watson takes God at his word! So you will find breathtaking, block-busting, Bible-based simplicity on every page of this book.


He writes out of wide experience of ministry and leadership in the world of charismatic renewal, and his vision of discipleship reflects what is central in that movement. No bad thing! – for charismatic emphases have proved infinitely enriching and animating to literally millions in our time. He knows what is going on around him, and every chapter here focuses on needle issues in following Christ today. The years during which he was God’s instrument of new life in the once dying Anglican parish of St Michael-le-Belfrey, York, made him one of the best-known clergymen in England, as well as widely known elsewhere, and it is tested insights from a very fruitful ministry that he dispenses in these pages. You do not have to agree with every single statement to appreciate the authority and power of his vision of life in Christ, and to be made most uncomfortable as the searchlight of Watsonian simplicity swings your way.


I am not surprised that David Watson by his own confession found the book hard to write; vivid searching books often are, and I can well believe that the devil did not want this one written, and tried all he could to stop it. But I am glad and grateful that David persevered till it was done. Now we may all get the benefit.


This is an important book. Who should read it? Anyone who wants to know what the charismatic lifestyle is at its best, and (more important) anyone who wants to be a simple follower of Jesus Christ. But be prepared to discover that you are being courteously dynamited! You have been warned.


James I. Packer
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Introduction


It is a widely held opinion that the battle of the ’80s will be between Marxism, Islam and Third World Christianity. Western Christianity is considered too weak and ineffective to contribute anything significant to this universal struggle. Certainly the contest will be severe.


The ruthless determination of Marxism has been proved, sometimes in horrifying proportions, ever since 1917. In a speech to an audience of American Trade Unionists in 1975, Alexander Solzhenitsyn said, ‘During the 80 years before the revolution … about 17 persons a year were executed. In 1918 and 1919 the Cheka executed, without trial, more than a thousand persons a month … At the height of Stalin’s terror in 1937–38, if we divide the number of persons executed by the number of months, we get more than 40,000 persons shot per month.’ Stalin became the greatest mass murderer in human history. The militant fanaticism of Islam has likewise been demonstrated in many Muslim countries in the world. Any convert from Islam to Christianity stands in danger of his life, even from his own family.


Numerically, Christianity is still the strongest religion of all. In a world population approaching 4,000 million, approximately one-quarter of that number profess to be Christians. In terms of its message, there is no greater good news to be found anywhere than in the gospel of Jesus Christ. Who else, in the history of the world, can answer the deepest cries of the human heart? Everywhere we hear the cry for meaning in the meaningless muddle of our existence, the cry for love in a world that is rapidly falling apart, the cry for forgiveness in an age when peace of mind is rare, the cry for freedom when human misery and oppression abound on every side, the cry for hope amid the gathering gloom of the world – all summed up in the cry for God. The clear, resounding answer to every cry is Jesus Christ! Not only has he something highly relevant to say concerning all our deepest needs, but by his living presence amongst us, he has the power to change the very heart of man.


With such numerical strength, such a relevant message and so great a spiritual power, why then is the Christian church, especially in the West, so comparatively ineffective? The Centre for Study of World Evangelisation in Nairobi recently produced a computerised survey based on an exhaustive analysis of statistics from the world’s 223 countries, its 6,270 ethnolinguistic groups, its 50 major religions, and more than 9,000 Christian denominations (that last figure alone demands much sober thought when Jesus died to make us all one in him). According to the survey, during the year 1979 about 1,815,100 adult professing Christians in Europe abandoned the faith to become agnostics, atheists, or adherents of non-Christian religions or cults. North America also registered a decline of 950,000. All these were net figures, after conversions to Christianity had been noted. However, during the same period, churches in the Third World experienced phenomenal gains. In Africa the net gain was 6,152,800, or 16,600 each day. In South Asia the number evangelised was 34,813,000.1 Why is the church in the West in such sharp decline, compared with the church in the materially poverty-stricken countries of the world? Why is western Christianity too flabby to do anything much in the strenuous battle against Marxism and Islam?


Solzhenitsyn said on BBC Panorama in March 1976: ‘I wouldn’t be surprised at the sudden and imminent fall of the West … Nuclear war is not even necessary to the Soviet Union. You can be taken simply with bare hands.’


Why is that? It is because Christians in the West have largely neglected what it means to be a disciple of Christ. The vast majority of western Christians are church-members, pew-fillers, hymn-singers, sermon-tasters, Bible-readers, even born-again-believers or Spirit-filled-charismatics – but not true disciples of Jesus. If we were willing to learn the meaning of real discipleship and actually to become disciples, the church in the West would be transformed, and the resultant impact on society would be staggering.


This is no idle claim. It happened in the first century when a tiny handful of timid disciples began, in the power of the Spirit, the greatest spiritual revolution the world has ever known. Even the mighty Roman Empire yielded, within three centuries, to the power of the gospel of Christ. All the great revolutionary leaders have struggled with this intractable problem which lies at the centre of everything: the nature of man. Che Guevara once said, ‘If our revolution is not aimed at changing people, then I am not interested.’ Revolutions are aptly named: they revolve. They turn one lot of sinners out, and put another lot of sinners in. The trouble with virtually all forms of revolution is that they can change everything – except the human heart. And until that is changed, nothing is significantly different in the long run. However, by the inward power of the Spirit, Christ offers a revolution of love that can transform the innermost nature and desires of every single one of us.


Something of the impact of Christ’s revolution can be clearly seen on many occasions in the history of the Christian church right up to the present day – but always, in human terms, when Christians were willing to pay the price of costly discipleship. This is why Third World Christianity is comparatively so vibrant. There may be political and sociological factors at work as well, but it is often in these materially impoverished areas that we have to look today to see the clearest living examples of New Testament discipleship.


The future prospects of the affluent West are now so serious that the Christian church cannot afford to ignore the plan that Jesus chose for the renewal of society. He came with no political manifesto. He rejected all thoughts of violence. He shunned all positions of influence in public life. His plan, which was to change the history of the world in a way that has never been equalled, was astonishingly simple. He drew around him a small band of dedicated disciples. For the best part of three years he lived with them, shared with them, cared for them, taught them, corrected them, trusted them, forgave them, and loved them to the end. They, on their part, sometimes failed him, hurt him, disappointed him, and sinned against him. Yet never once did he withdraw his love from them. And later, empowered by the promised Holy Spirit, this group of trained disciples turned the world of their day upside down.


A Communist once threw out this challenge to a western Christian: ‘The gospel is a much more powerful weapon for the renewal of society than is our Marxist philosophy, but all the same it is we who will finally beat you … We Communists do not play with words. We are realists, and seeing that we are determined to achieve our object, we know how to obtain the means … How can anybody believe in the supreme value of this gospel if you do not practise it, if you do not spread it, and if you sacrifice neither time nor money for it …? We believe in our Communist message, and we are ready to sacrifice everything, even our life … But you people are afraid to soil your hands.’


Discipleship sums up Christ’s plan for the world. Yet for all its brilliant simplicity, it is the one approach that most western churches have neglected. Instead we have had reports, commissions, conferences, seminars, missions, crusades, reunion schemes, liturgical reforms – the lot. But very little attention has been given to the meaning of discipleship.


This book is written in the hope that we can see again what it means to follow Jesus, and how we can help others to do the same. Together with the continuous renewing power of the Holy Spirit, this is our one real hope for the future. Nothing else can save our present world from plunging headlong into despair and destruction. God still wants his church to unite a world that is falling apart without him and to be his agent in the healing of the whole of his creation. For this to be possible, it is my strong conviction that Christ is calling to himself those who are willing to dedicate their lives fully to him, to commit themselves to all other true Christians out of love for him, and to present their bodies to him as a living sacrifice for all that he wants to do in his world today. That is what discipleship is all about, and it is what this book seeks to explore.


Notes


 


1. From Evangelical Missions Quarterly, October 1979, p. 228




CHAPTER ONE


The Call to Discipleship


‘When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die,’ said Dietrich Bonhoeffer. In this startling statement we have the essence of the radical, uncompromising nature of true Christian discipleship. Certainly there are different forms of dying; not every Christian is called to literal martyrdom, as Bonhoeffer was himself. But every Christian is called to a clear and dedicated discipleship, whatever the personal cost may be.


The general concept of discipleship was by no means new when Jesus called men and women to follow him. It is therefore not surprising that, although the verb ‘disciple’ (manthano) occurs only 25 times in the New Testament (six in the Gospels), the noun ‘disciple’ (mathetes) comes no less than 264 times, exclusively in the Gospels and Acts. In secular Greek the word meant an apprentice in some trade, a student of some subject, or a pupil of some teacher. In the New Testament times we find the same primary meaning with the ‘disciples of Moses’,1 who were students of the Mosaic law; and the ‘disciples of the Pharisees’,2 who were preoccupied with an accurate and detailed knowledge of Jewish tradition as given both in the written Torah (the Old Testament) and in the oral Torah (the traditions of the Fathers). These disciples would submit themselves entirely to their Rabbi, and were not to study the scriptures without the interpretation and guidance of their teacher, although they expected to become teachers themselves after extensive training.


Nearer to the specifically Christian concept come the disciples of John the Baptist, who attached themselves to this New Testament prophet. Following their Baptist teacher, they fasted and prayed,3 confronted the Jewish leaders,4 and stayed loyal to John during his imprisonment5 and at his death.6 Unlike the disciples of Moses or of the Pharisees, they were fully committed to their master as well as to his message.


From all this we see that the basic idea of discipleship was widely accepted by the time Jesus began his own ministry. At the same time, when he took the initiative himself in calling people to follow him, when he called them primarily to him and not just to his teaching, when he expected from them total obedience, when he taught them to serve and warned them that they would suffer, and when he gathered around him a thoroughly mixed crowd of very ordinary people, it became obvious that Jesus had created a radical and unique pattern of discipleship. In this chapter we shall look briefly at the specifically Christian calling and then develop these themes later in the book.


Called by Jesus


In Rabbinical circles, a disciple would choose his own master and voluntarily join his school. But with Jesus, the initiative lay entirely with him. Simon and Andrew, James and John, Levi, Philip and others – all were personally called by Jesus to follow him. Even when the rich young ruler ran up to Jesus and asked a leading question of this ‘good teacher’, Jesus replied by spelling out the costly and total demands of discipleship, and then added ‘Come, follow me.’


There may have been some who, attracted by the integrity of his person, the quality of his teaching and by the power of his miracles, wanted to attach themselves to Jesus and to his disciples, but always it was Jesus who laid down for them the strong conditions that he required. Sometimes this proved too much for them: ‘This is more than we can stomach!’ they once said. ‘Why listen to such words?’7 And they left him, leaving only the twelve whom he had chosen and called to himself after a whole night spent in prayer. These were the ones in particular that God had given him.8 Yet although there is a uniqueness about the twelve apostles, this fact of God’s initiative and Christ’s calling lies behind all those who are his disciples. ‘You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit and that your fruit should abide; so that whatever you ask the Father in my name, he may give it to you. This I command you, to love one another.’9


Two points of interest arise from that particular statement. First, when we see ourselves as disciples who have been personally chosen by Jesus, this should alter our whole attitude towards him and motivate us for the work he has given us. If someone is chosen to represent his country for the Olympics, his whole attitude and approach to his event will be quite different from someone who has himself chosen to go as a spectator. With the first, there will be a total and sacrificial dedication to the task, partly because of the privilege of having been chosen. There will be a strong sense of responsibility which even the most enthusiastic tourist will not have. The Christian church today suffers from large numbers who feel that they have ‘made a decision for Christ’, or from those who think that they have chosen to join a certain church. Such man-centred notions spell spiritual death, or at least barren sterility. It is only when we begin to see ourselves as chosen, called and commissioned by Christ that we shall have any real sense of our responsibility to present our bodies to him ‘as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God’.


Certainly the apostles could not get away from this awareness of divine constraint. ‘As men of sincerity, as commissioned by God, in the sight of God we speak in Christ’;10 ‘Therefore, having this ministry by the mercy of God, we do not lose heart’;11 ‘Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God … To all God’s beloved in Rome, who are called to be saints’;12 ‘We know, brethren beloved by God, that he has chosen you’;13 ‘You are not your own; you were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body.’14 Such examples could be multiplied again and again. It was this strong sense of God’s calling, of Christ’s initiative, of the Spirit’s sovereign work, that enabled them to be bold in their witness, to hold fast in their suffering, and to lead lives ‘worthy of the calling’ to which they had been called.15


The second point is that he calls us into a common discipleship. He calls us to share our lives both with him and with one another in love. That is why his statement ‘you did not choose me, but I chose you’ is followed directly by his command ‘to love one another’. Indeed, it is by this love that we shall be known to be his disciples.16 And it is only by loving one another that we shall be fruitful in his service and effective in our prayers.17 Discipleship is never easy; often there may be pains and tears, and frequently we shall have to re-think our values and ambitions as we seek seriously to follow Christ. But we are not called to face this challenge on our own. Alongside the inward power of the Holy Spirit, God wants us to experience the encouraging, supportive love of other disciples of Jesus. It is in the strength of our relationships together in Christ that we can win the battles against the powers of darkness and help one another to fulfil the task that God has given us.


Called to Jesus


This again was something unique. The call by Jesus was also a call to Jesus. The Jewish Rabbi and the Greek philosopher expected disciples to commit themselves to a specific teaching or to a definite cause. But the call of Jesus was wholly personal: his disciples were to follow him, to be with him, and to commit themselves wholeheartedly to him. They were to have faith in him, and could become disciples only by repenting of their sin and by believing in him. For example, in the Gospel record of the call of Simon Peter and Nathanael, the all-important factor is their response to the person of Jesus. When Simon saw something of the commanding presence of Jesus, ‘he fell down at Jesus’ knees, saying, “Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord.”’18 When Nathanael saw the perceptive knowledge of Jesus, he said, ‘Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel!’19


In Kittel’s Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Vol. 4), the writer makes the following comment: ‘The personal allegiance of the disciples to Jesus is confirmed by their conduct in the days between the crucifixion and the resurrection. The reason for the deep depression which marks these days is to be found in the fate which has befallen the person of Jesus. No matter what view we take of the story of the walk to Emmaus, the fact that “He” is the theme of their conversation on the way (Luke 24:19ff) corresponds in every sense to the relation of the disciples to Jesus before his arrest and execution. On the other hand, it is nowhere stated or even hinted that after the death of Jesus his teaching was a source of strength to his followers, or that they had the impression of having a valuable legacy in the word of Jesus. This is a point of considerable importance for a true understanding of the mathetes of Jesus.’20


When Jesus called individuals to be his disciples, he shared his life with them. Although there was a depth of sharing with the twelve that was not common to everyone, in real measure he gave himself to all who responded to his call. By his incarnation he identified fully with them, and in his love he made himself vulnerable by opening his heart to them. Part of his great attraction was that his loving compassion was so real and open that others knew they could trust him. There was no deceit or guile about him. His transparent openness and integrity drew others into a quality of a loving relationship that they had not known before.


That is why they were all so shattered when such a perfect life of love was smashed on a cross. Indeed, after the horrifying events of the crucifixion it took some time for Jesus to restore the faith and commitment of his disciples. But he did this by leading them gently back into a renewed relationship with him. After Peter’s threefold denial comes the threefold question by Jesus, ‘Simon, son of John, do you love me?’ Repeatedly, in his resurrection appearances, he came to his disciples, individually and corporately, to reassure them of his living presence, and of his love and forgiveness. They were to become witnesses to him – not Rabbis of his teaching. They were to tell everyone about him, and, in the sharing of their lives together, to manifest his life by being the body of Christ on earth.


When Buddha was dying, his disciples asked how they could best remember him. He told them not to bother. It was his teaching, not his person, that counted. With Jesus it is altogether different. Everything centres round him. Discipleship means knowing him, loving him, believing in him, being committed to him.


Called to obey


The disciples of a Jewish Rabbi would submit themselves as slaves to their master until such time when they could leave their schooling and become masters or Rabbis themselves. But Jesus calls his disciples to unconditional obedience for the whole of their lives. We shall never graduate this side of heaven. We shall never get beyond a life of obedience. To obey God’s will is to find the fulfilment of our lives. ‘Not every one who says to me, “Lord, Lord,” shall enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.’21 ‘Why do you call me “Lord, Lord,” and not do what I tell you?’22


To be a disciple of Jesus means to follow him, to go the way that he goes, to accept his plan and will for our lives. ‘If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.’23 It is a call to say ‘No’ to the old selfish life of sin, and to say ‘Yes’ to Jesus. Inward belief must be accompanied by outward obedience. Søren Kierkegaard once rightly said, ‘It is so hard to believe because it is so hard to obey.’ There is no true faith without obedience, and there is no discipleship either.


The world of today is being increasingly influenced by disciples of another kind who understand this matter of obedience much more clearly than the average Christian. A BBC radio programme about women terrorists showed that they were loyal to the uttermost, they would never betray a colleague, they were totally ruthless, and they were willing to go to any lengths to achieve their objective. Bernadette Devlin said, ‘Before, there came a time where one said, “This I can’t do!” Now there comes a time when one says, “This I must do!”’24 An extremist leader of a violent revolutionary group in North America said that they were cutting down their numbers by two-thirds until they had an utterly dedicated group of trained disciples who could bring about a revolution.


Should we expect any less if we are to see Christ’s revolution of love changing the world scene of today? But until we respond to this unconditional call to obey, flinging away the cautionary ‘Yes, but …’, we shall never see the light of Christ scattering the darkness of this present gloomy world. To say ‘No, Lord!’ is a contradiction in terms. Yet many within the Christian church want the comfortable compromise of conditional discipleship. In the long run, it is we who want to call the tune. It is we who wish to have the final word, when to say yes and when to say no. But the truth is uncomfortably clear: if Christ is not Lord of all, he is not Lord at all. There are no half-measures in the discipleship of Jesus. Malcolm Muggeridge vividly comments: ‘I have a longing past conveying … to use whatever gifts of persuasion I may have to induce others to see that they must at all costs hold on to that reality (the reality of Christ); lash themselves to it as, in the old days of sail, sailors would lash themselves to the mast when storms blew up and the seas were rough. For indeed without a doubt, storms and rough seas lie ahead.’25 We need urgently in the church today true disciples who will bind themselves to Jesus Christ in unswerving obedience and loyalty. ‘The great tragedy of modern evangelism’, wrote Jim Wallis, ‘is in calling many to belief but few to obedience.’26 Biblical evangelism should centre on the kingdom of God, stress the rule of God, and call people to radical obedience.


In this painful but liberating life of obedience, however, we are not to battle on our own. We are to exhort and encourage one another ‘every day’: ‘Take care, brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from the living God. But exhort one another every day, as long as it is called “today”, that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.’27 Once again we may have to learn humbling lessons from some of the fighting groups of today. The leader of El Fata, a liberation movement in Palestine, attributed the strength of his movement in these words: ‘I can always fall out with my comrade; I can always divorce my wife; but my brother is always my brother.’ However strong and binding other human relationships should be, none is unbreakable except the bonds of family. This is how the liberation or terrorist groups see themselves: brotherhood inseparable apart from death.


Within the family of God we are eternally united to one another. If such understanding leads to qualities of love and trust which transcend ordinary human relationships, the resulting corporate strength is immense. The Spirit of God who enables us to call Almighty God ‘Abba! Father!’ is the same Spirit who helps us to see every other true Christian as brother or sister. Jesus calls us to absolute obedience, but only because he has first laid down his life for us, placed his Spirit into our hearts, and given us to one another in love.


Called to serve


Although the disciples were called by Jesus first and foremost to be with him, they were also commissioned to go and preach the kingdom of heaven, and to ‘heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse lepers, cast out demons.’28 As soon as Jesus called Simon and Andrew to follow him, he told them that he would make them into fishers of men.29 The seventy likewise were sent out in the name of Jesus as messengers of peace: ‘Heal the sick … and say to them, “the kingdom of God has come near to you.”’30 Jesus had come to lay down his life for the sake of others, and his disciples were called by him to do exactly the same. Yet they did not always understand this.


Jesus repeatedly found that he had to correct his disciples as they fell into two equal and opposite temptations which crippled the spirit of service in their lives. The first temptation was ambition. Several times they argued amongst themselves as to who was the greatest. James and John asked for the places of highest honour in the kingdom of heaven. This is the spirit of the world: seeking for status instead of service. Jesus rebuked them: ‘Whoever would be great among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first among you must be your slave; even as the Son of man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.’31 He later demonstrated this spirit of service in a way they never forgot, when he wrapped a towel around his waist and washed their feet.


The second temptation was self-pity. ‘Lo, we have left our homes and followed you,’ said Simon Peter as he began to feel the considerable cost of discipleship. But Jesus assured him that those who left everything for the sake of the kingdom of God would ‘receive manifold more in this time, and in the age to come eternal life.’32 We need to be honest and real about our own weakness and pain, but the moment we fall into self-pity we hinder God’s working in our lives. It is only when we accept our human frailty, knowing God’s grace to be always sufficient, and only when we are ambitious for God’s kingdom alone, that we shall be able to serve others with the loving, gracious and humble spirit of Jesus Christ. The servant should not demand certain conditions of service. He has given up his rights, and may well have to forgo normal comforts and rewards. As we grow in years it is easy to look for privilege, position and respect. This was not the way of Jesus.


Unfortunately, some forms of evangelism today encourage people to remain thoroughly self-centred, instead of urging them to become God-centred. In this advertising age it is all too easy to present Christ as the one who will meet all your needs. Are you anxious? Christ will bring you peace! Are you lost? Christ will give you new direction! Are you depressed? Christ will fill your life with joy! All this is true, and it is part of the good news of Christ that he longs to meet the deepest needs of each one of us. But that by itself is only one half of the story. On its own, it mirrors the deceitful approach of the false cults. In practice many of our needs will be met as we give ourselves in service both to Jesus and to others. It is those who are willing to lose their lives who will find them. It is only when we give that it will be given to us – ‘good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap. For the measure you give will be the measure you get back.’33 It was when the seventy went out to preach and heal that they returned filled with joy because of all that they had experienced.


The needs of the world are vast. God in his love longs to reach out to all those who, inwardly or outwardly, are crying out for help; but he has chosen to work primarily through the disciples of Jesus. If we are taken up with our own personal needs first and foremost, or if we are looking for position and status in the church, we shall be of no use to God. We are called to serve; and a servant must go where his master sends him and do what his master commands.


Called to a simple life


A disciple of a Rabbi might have given up most material benefits in order to study the Torah, but he would have known that such sacrifice was only for a limited time. Later he would be rewarded financially for his diligence when he took on the role of a teacher himself. This was altogether different with Jesus. He laid on one side all earthly securities and material comforts. Often he had nowhere to lay his head, and he lived in total dependence on his Father’s love and faithfulness.


He also called his disciples to a life of humility and poverty. Although it was the Father’s good pleasure to give them the kingdom, they were to sell their possessions, and give alms. They were to take with them ‘no gold, nor silver, nor copper in your belts, no bag for your journey, nor two tunics, nor sandals, nor a staff; for the labourer deserves his food.’ They were to trust their heavenly Father that they would ‘receive without paying’, and so they must ‘give without pay’. Like their Master they had to be willing to leave their homes, their families, their occupations, their securities – everything for the sake of the kingdom of God. But as they sought first his kingdom, all that they needed would be provided for them. In this they had to trust their Father, and not be anxious as the unbelieving Gentiles.


It is fair to comment that such radical discipleship applied primarily to those who were called into a life of full community with him. It was in the total sharing of their lives and possessions together that they were to look to God alone to meet all their needs. Other disciples who were not in such close-knit fellowship seemed to have kept at least some of their material possessions, since they helped to provide for Jesus and the twelve. Nevertheless, all the disciples were encouraged to live a simple life, in which they held their possessions ‘in common’; and this undoubtedly became the practice of the early church.


The comparative affluence of many Christians today, especially those in the West, almost certainly is a stumbling-block to effective and radical discipleship. We must look at this more carefully in a later chapter, for it is unlikely that God will entrust us with the true riches of his spiritual life and power until we are genuinely serving him and not mammon. It is when we can be trusted with material goods, learning to live on the New Testament principle of ‘enough’, that God will entrust us with the gifts of his Spirit that will immeasurably enrich our own lives as well as those we serve.


Called to suffer


When Jesus called his disciples to follow him, they had to be willing to walk his way, and his way was the way of the cross. If they were to share their lives together, they must share not only their joys but also their pains. ‘For it has been granted to you that for the sake of Christ you should not only believe in him but also suffer for his sake.’34


Jesus often tried to prepare them for this by speaking plainly both about his own sufferings and those which his followers must experience. But sometimes they could not, or would not, understand his warnings. When we read in Matthew 16:21ff that ‘from that time Jesus began to show his disciple that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed …’ Peter at once protested, ‘Heaven forbid! No, Lord, this shall never happen to you.’ For this he received a stinging reply, ‘Away with you, Satan; you are a stumbling-block to me. You think as men think, not as God thinks.’ And in case they were under any further illusions, Jesus began to speak plainly about their sufferings, too. ‘If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it …’ Life for the Master ended with rejection, pain and agonising death. The disciple should never be surprised if following Jesus leads the same way.


Many suffered from physical persecution. Peter and John were imprisoned and later beaten for their boldness; Stephen was stoned to death, and James killed with the sword. Before long ‘a great persecution arose against the church in Jerusalem, and they were all scattered.’35 Paul later wrote about being beaten five times with the 39 lashes of the Jewish whip, three times with rods, and once stoned. According to various Christian traditions, most if not all the apostles suffered eventual martyrdom of one form or another. During those early years of the church waves of bitter and appalling persecution came from a succession of Roman emperors: Nero, Domitian, Trajan; Pliny, Marcus Aurelius, Decius and Diocletian. In various degrees of ferocity this continued up to AD 305, and of course has continued throughout the entire history of the Christian church. It is sobering to remember that in recent years countless thousands of Christians have been imprisoned and tortured for their faith, and are still being so today in various parts of the world. It is estimated that there were more martyrdoms for Christ in the twentieth century than during the rest of the church’s history. ‘This is not an age in which to be a soft Christian,’ comments Francis Schaeffer.


None of this should come as a surprise. Jesus constantly warned his disciples about the physical dangers that lay ahead: ‘Beware of men; for they will deliver you up to councils, and flog you in their synagogues, and you will be dragged before governors and kings for my sake … Brother will deliver up brother to death, and the father his child, and children will rise against parents and have them put to death; and you will be hated by all for my name’s sake …’36


Almost everyone suffered mental and emotional pain. It is not hard to feel something of Paul’s sadness when he wrote, ‘Demas, in love with this present world, has deserted me … Crescens has gone to Galatia, Titus to Dalmatia … Alexander the coppersmith did me great harm …’37 There is often much pain within the body of Christ: some may fall away from Christ; some may separate from other Christians on matters of marginal emphasis; others will leave to serve Christ somewhere else; often, too, we hurt and disappoint one another, since at best we are a fellowship of sinners. The need to forgive seventy times seven becomes apparent when we seriously commit ourselves to one another as well as to Christ. Forgiveness is always painful. It cost Jesus his death on the cross. For us, too, it may be a crucifying experience to forgive someone who has hurt us, or even to be forgiven when we know we have sinned.


Discipleship also involves spiritual grief. Paul once wrote concerning his overwhelming burden for fellow Jews who did not believe in Jesus as their Messiah: ‘I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart. For I could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brethren.’38 And during his ministry in Ephesus he said that ‘for three years I did not cease night or day to admonish every one with tears.’39 God, in his great compassion, ‘spreads out (his) hands all the day to a rebellious people.’ Having made us in his image, he longs that we should share in his love. Yet, by and large, we have turned out backs on him; we ignore or reject his love, and, as a consequence, so often ignore or reject one another. Since love will never force itself on unwilling people, he watches us fall away from him and from each other; he sees us resenting, hating, fighting and killing one another. He sent his Son that there might be ‘peace on earth’, but we will not have this man to reign over us. So, mistrust, confusion, bitterness and war pollute the face of this earth.


Is it surprising that a loving God is grieved, and wants us, too, to share in his heart of grief? When Jesus weeps for his body, the church, that is torn, wounded and broken, can we be unmoved if we are truly his disciples? When Jesus weeps, as he once did over Jerusalem, for those who are blind to ‘the things that make for peace’, can we remain indifferent? When Jesus weeps, as he once did by the grave of Lazarus, when he sees today the ravages caused by man’s sin, can we be apathetic? The more we seek to love Jesus, and the nearer we come to his great heart of love, we should not be surprised if we feel the pain of his godly grief.


Suffering is inescapably woven into the fabric of discipleship – ‘joy and woe are woven fine’, to quote William Blake. But we shall often discover that it is in the midst of suffering that God is working most profoundly in our lives. It is a simple fact that those I’ve known with the greatest spiritual sensitivity and depth have also been those who have experienced most suffering. One Christian who spent over ten years in a Communist prison in Czechoslovakia for his faith in Christ said that his torturers broke his bones but not his spirit. He referred to those years as the richest years of his life. ‘We must pray,’ he said, ‘not that persecution will not come, but that we may be worthy of it, open to the blessings God offers through it.’


Called irrespective of qualifications


Whereas the Rabbis would have accepted disciples only from the ceremonially ‘clean’, from the righteous according to the law, and from those with sufficient intelligence to study the Torah with a view to becoming Rabbis themselves, Jesus called to himself a curious cross-section of contemporary society. Some were down-to-earth fishermen; James and John were sons of a Zealot; the second Simon was certainly a Zealot; there was despised Levi, a traitor to his countrymen; and amongst the twelve we find Greek and Semitic names, and probably a Judean as well as Galileans. ‘The circle of the disciples is in fact a microcosm of the Judaism of the time. In it we find all the powers and thoughts of the people, even in their divergence.’40


Most interesting of all, there was Judas who betrayed Jesus. Since Jesus knew in advance what Judas would do (Jesus called him ‘the son of perdition’ in John 17), it was an exceedingly strange choice, except for two supreme facts. First, Jesus loved Judas, even to the end. Second, Jesus had come to fulfil all the Old Testament prophecies about the Messiah, he therefore knew his role as the suffering Servant, and he knew also the role that Judas had to play in betraying his Master, even to the detail of the thirty pieces of silver. This foreknowledge of the treachery of Judas in no way removed his responsibility and guilt; but it is significant that, after that crucial night of prayer, Jesus chose all the disciples that his Father had given him, including that ‘son of perdition’. Humanly speaking we might have chosen for the special band of apostles men with far greater qualifications than these twelve; but then God’s ways are not our ways, and his thoughts not our thoughts. In his complete obedience to the Father, Jesus called those who later failed and disappointed him time and again; but never once did he withdraw his love from them. He loved them to the end.


In this thoroughly mixed and fallible band of disciples, Jesus set the pattern for the rest of the Christian church. ‘For consider your call, brethren; not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth; but God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong, God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God.’41


What we have seen about the unique concept of discipleship, introduced by Jesus, refers not just to the twelve. It refers to all those who hear the call of Jesus and who turn to follow him as their Saviour and Lord. Although there was a special and unique relationship between Jesus and the twelve, we cannot evade the strong demands made on Christian disciples by saying that these applied only to the apostles. The call to obey, to serve, to live a simple lifestyle, to suffer and, if need be, to die, is common to all those who claim to be followers of Jesus. Above all, we are to commit our lives unreservedly to him and to one another as members of his body here on earth. The Christian church is not a club that we belong to in order that our needs might be met; it is a body, a building, a family, an army – these are some of the pictures used to show that, by accepting the call of Christ, we have responsibilities that we cannot avoid if we are to be his disciples. It is not a question of our feelings and personal choices; it is a matter of taking with the utmost seriousness the conditions and demands of discipleship that Jesus lays upon us. We are no longer our own. We have been chosen by him, called by him, bought by him; we therefore now belong to him, and by virtue of this fact we also belong to one another, however easy or difficult, joyful or painful, we may find this to be.


If the cost is great, the aims, privileges and rewards are infinitely greater. ‘The glory which thou hast given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, I in them and thou in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may know that thou hast sent me and hast loved them even as thou hast loved me. Father, I desire that they also, whom thou hast given me, may be with me where I am, to behold my glory which thou hast given me in thy love for me before the foundation of the world.’42 To be a part of the fulfilment of such a profound and magnificent prayer is surely worth the sacrifice of every part of our lives.
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CHAPTER TWO


Called into God’s Family


Nothing is clearer in the Gospel records than the tremendous concern God has for every individual. In an age when the individual seems increasingly redundant and insignificant, it is a vital part of the good news of Jesus Christ that every single person matters to God. He knows us and calls us by name. He has a personal love for each one of us. ‘Zacchaeus!’ said Jesus to the startled tax collector hiding up in his sycamore tree. It was this personal approach that so quickly captured the hearts of many who were lost and lonely. Here at last was someone who really cared for them as individual persons.


Yet although that is part of the glory of the Christian gospel, it is equally obvious that Jesus calls individuals, not to stay in isolation, but to join the new community of God’s people. He called the twelve to share their lives both with him and with each other. They were to live every day in fellowship with one another, losing their independence and learning interdependence, gaining new riches and strength as members of God’s new society. They were to share everything together, their joys, their sorrows, their pains and their possessions, and in this way become the redeemed, messianic community of Christ the King. And it was not just the twelve men; there were several women, too, who joined the small band and helped financially to support them. Indeed all the disciples were called, at some level into a depth of sharing that they had never known before. This is what excited John, when he wrote about the reality of the shared life the apostles enjoyed with Jesus, which now was made available to all believers: ‘That which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so that you may have fellowship with us; and our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ.’1


The priority of community


Today we live in an age not only of personal insignificance, but also of great loneliness. More than ever the church needs to recapture the priority of community in Christian discipleship. In his three years of intimate relationship with his disciples, Jesus has given us the model for the church. He loved his disciples, cared for their needs, taught them, corrected them, stimulated their faith, instructed them concerning the kingdom of God, sent them out in his name, encouraged them, listened to them, watched them, guided them; and he told them to do the same towards each other. The church which rediscovers something of the God-given quality of such a sharing community will speak with great relevance, credibility and spiritual power to the world of today. The church, wrote Paul, is ‘built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets; Christ Jesus himself being the chief cornerstone.’2 He does not say that it was their doctrine, institution or religious activity that became the foundation of the church. God’s revealed truth, given to us in the scriptures, is clearly of unique importance. But it was the apostles themselves and the sharing of their lives that pragmatically, if not theologically, formed the basis of the Christian church.


Although Jesus taught his disciples many truths concerning the kingdom of God, he wanted them most of all to know him. This is the meaning of eternal life.3 In their corporate life together they came to know him who is the life, and in that way they were able to share that life – his life – with others. The word ‘know’ that is used for ‘knowing God’ or ‘knowing Jesus Christ’ is the same word as is used for a man knowing his wife. It speaks of a deep, intimate, personal union. To achieve such knowledge, Jesus therefore called his disciples into a living, loving community. He saw this as top priority as he began the task of building his church.


This pattern that Jesus lived out with his own disciples was clearly continued in the early church and became an outstanding feature of it. ‘All who believed were together and had all things in common.’4 They worshipped together, prayed together, worked together, witnessed together, and shared their possessions together as the various needs arose. The reality of their love for one another was a rich expression of the joy of their individual conversion, and certainly made an enormous impact on the world around them. Jesus said that love should be the hallmark of his disciples, and he prayed that by the loving unity of their lives together others would believe and know the truth about him. This is exactly what happened. It is not surprising with such a community of disciples bound together in love, that God added to their number day by day those who were being saved. In their commitment to one another, as well as to Christ, they became the visible manifestation of the body of Christ on earth, and experienced the power of his resurrection. God’s power is always for God’s people, not just for individual believers. According to the psalmist, it is ‘when brothers dwell in unity’ that the Lord commands his blessing.5


The forming of the church into the new community of God’s people is, however, only the means towards the fulfilment of the much wider plan that God has for the whole of his creation. His master plan can best be summed up in Ephesians 1:9–10, where Paul writes: ‘For he has made known to us in all wisdom and insight the mystery of his will, according to his purpose which he set forth in Christ as a plan for the fulness of time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth.’ Today it is obvious that we live in a sick society, falling apart without God. Every aspect of this world has been polluted by the sin of man and is in the power of the evil one. Creation itself is ‘in bondage to decay’.6 For this reason. Christ came to usher in the kingdom of God, and ‘God’s kingdom’, to quote a memorable expression of Hans Küng, ‘is creation healed’. God wills, therefore, to bring everything under the authority of Christ, that all things might be united and restored in him.
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