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CHAPTER ONE

DO YOU WANT TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE?
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Ignite people’s passion for God
and get out of their way.
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Christians and Christian churches employ all kinds of strategies to influence their world.

We try to elect politicians who share our values and goals.

We strive to enact laws and policies that reflect our beliefs.

We attempt to expose people to Christian ideas and precepts through religious radio and television programming.

We hope to shape the minds of young people by enrolling them in Christian schools or by ensuring that God and His principles are not completely removed from the public school environment.

We use clever advertising campaigns and comprehensive direct marketing programs to encourage people to attend our churches or to develop a relationship with God.

We endeavor to get people to know Jesus by inviting them to evangelistic crusades, revivals, or other outreach events.

All such efforts are well intentioned and bear some fruit. But I would like to propose what I believe is a better strategy for growing the kingdom of God.

IGNITE AND NURTURE PEOPLE’S PASSION FOR GOD

What would happen if we were to focus on the four out of every ten adults and one out of every three teenagers who have already asked Jesus Christ to be their Savior—and do everything we can to help them grow into inspired, unmistakable disciples of Jesus?

What would happen for God’s kingdom if we did not consider our job complete when people confess their sins and say a prayer inviting Jesus to be their Redeemer, but would use their new commitments to Christ as a launching pad for a lifelong quest to become individuals who are completely sold out—emotionally, intellectually, physically, spiritually—to the Son of God?

Churches work hard at trying to expand and strengthen the kingdom of God with all types of creative and life-affecting ministries. Thousands of churches are currently fine-tuning their worship services to make them more attractive and compelling. The typical church labors to integrate numerous programs, classes, and other offerings into its menu of possibilities. Millions of dollars flow from church budgets into events each year in an effort to influence people’s thinking and behavior. Literally billions of dollars are spent every year maintaining, upgrading, and expanding buildings and facilities to provide the space and equipment required for the ministries planned by the church. To appeal to people who have thus far turned a cold shoulder to God, churches and denominations launch sophisticated marketing campaigns that are designed to reposition churches and raise awareness of the things of God.

All of those activities can be justified by their intent and outcomes. But here’s a better strategy: Ignite people’s passion for God and get out of their way. When individuals are single-minded in their devotion to God, their commitment to His ways and His principles becomes much deeper, much more intense. Once they have made an enduring and serious commitment, the peripherals don’t matter as much. They’ll endure worship services that may not meet their exact specifications because their focus is on God, not themselves. They’ll attend activities at times that are not optimally convenient because the most important reality is to experience God’s presence. They will sacrifice more of their hard-earned money for the purposes of ministry because they recognize that they are stewards, not owners. They will gladly share their faith in Christ with nonbelievers because they understand their responsibility to other people and to God, and because they simply cannot contain their own excitement about the privilege of relating to God.

REDEFINING MINISTRY SUCCESS

When you talk to pastors, church staff, and lay leaders across the nation you quickly discover that churches work hard to increase attendance figures, to provide a full range of programs, and to have adequate facilities to support a broad-based, inclusive ministry. The people and resources available for such ministry efforts represent a tremendous blessing from God.

But what if we were to change our standards? Suppose we were to de-emphasize attendance statistics, square footage, and income figures in favor of a commitment to depth and authenticity in discipleship? What if we were to redefine ministry success in these ways:


• congregants who worship not just on Sundays but every day of the week—not just in the sanctuary but wherever they are

• constant efforts by the laity to discover new insights into their faith and to convert that information into personal application

• complete submission to the Holy Spirit in both decision making and behavior

• hearts that are sensitive to sin and wounded every time they do something that offends God

• individuals who joyfully share their resources—time, money, skills, information, relationships, possessions—with those in need, especially those who share a love of Christ and a commitment to His people

• a deep commitment to building a lasting and life-changing community among those who profess Jesus Christ as their Savior and Lord

• spontaneous demonstrations of selfless compassion toward those in need of emotional, physical, financial, or spiritual assistance

• engagement in “organic evangelism”—the process of sharing one’s faith in Christ in very natural and unforced ways, based on relationships with the recipients of the information and supported by lifestyle modeling

• people who live differently from the norm because of their faith, leading lives that conform to the dictates of Scripture without cutting corners or trying to interpret biblical passages for personal comfort or advantage

• a church body that projects (and lives up to) an image of being loving, caring, focused, and clear-minded in its pursuit of the ways of God

• individuals who are continually linked to God through prayer and meditation, as if they were “online” twenty-four hours a day with the ultimate spiritual power

• believers who take the initiative to use their gifts, skills, and training for the benefit of their church without having to be cajoled into serving



Why would these outcomes constitute “success”? Because churches would be made up not merely of members but of true disciples—men, women, boys, and girls committed to Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord and growing daily in their knowledge, love, and service to Him. Churches would be bolstered by the ongoing efforts of lay leaders, and paid professionals would facilitate lay ministry instead of having to initiate and lead those efforts.


Not one of the adults we interviewed said that their goal in life was to be a committed follower of Jesus Christ or to make disciples.



Most church leaders will nod their heads in approval and suggest that these are the very things they are striving to achieve in their church. In all honesty, though, few churches achieve these outcomes—largely because we’re not really serious about them. If we were to redefine discipleship and truly invest in it, we could reach these laudable ends.

WHAT ARE WE ABOUT?

To pastors and church staff, discipleship is a tired word. To most laypeople, it is a meaningless word. But let’s not get hung up on terminology for the moment. Let’s get hung up on our failure to produce indefatigable imitators of Christ. Let’s get motivated by our waning influence in the world. Let’s commit to doing whatever it takes to reinvigorate the church so that it will honor God, help change lives, and take its rightful place as the primary agent of transformation in our culture.

Just moments before His ascent to heaven, our Lord Jesus Christ gave this final command:


All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age. (Matthew 28:18–20)



The Great Commission gets our juices flowing, doesn’t it? It’s our marching orders from God. But how many Christians do you know whose articulated life purpose is to help fulfill that tremendous challenge? How many believers do you know who get out of bed every morning asking what they can do to show and tell people about Jesus, to make those people disciples of the Lord, and to act like true disciples themselves?

Here’s a morsel of perspective. In one recent nationwide survey we asked people to describe their goals in life. Almost nine out of ten adults described themselves as “Christian.” Four out of ten said they were personally committed to Jesus Christ, had confessed their sins, and believed they will go to heaven after they die because of God’s grace provided through Jesus’ death and resurrection. But not one of the adults we interviewed said that their goal in life was to be a committed follower of Jesus Christ or to make disciples. (This survey, by the way, included interviews with pastors and other church leaders as well as hundreds of people who regularly attend church services and programs.)

A PARADIGM SHIFT

I want to challenge you to rethink what discipleship means and what it looks like in your church. I hope that, as a result of reading this book, you will reevaluate how you disciple other people. I want you to reassess the nature of your own commitment to Christ—that is, your own spiritual growth. Toward that end, let me suggest that we will probably have to alter the ways in which we think about and practice discipleship. Here are some of the transitions you and your church may have to make in order to improve the quality of your disciple-making strategy:


• shift from program-driven ministry to people-driven ministry

• change from emphasis on building consensus to building character

• de-emphasize recalling Bible stories; emphasize applying biblical principles

• move from concern about quantity (people, programs, square footage, dollars) to concern about quality (commitment, wisdom, relationships, values, lifestyle)

• retool developmental ministry efforts from being unrelated and haphazard to being intentional and strategic

• replace ministry designed to convey knowledge with efforts intended to facilitate holistic ministry

• alter people’s focus from feel-good activities to absolute commitment to personal growth, ministry, and authenticity in their faith



Maybe you have heard such challenges before and are no longer moved by calls for revitalization. In Growing True Disciples I will argue that unless we embrace a comprehensive and far-reaching commitment to radical change in how we conduct our lives and our ministries, we are doomed to minimal results. If we hope to make a significant difference in the lives of individuals and in the nation’s culture, then we must improve our intentionality, our intensity, and our strategies.

An old leadership adage is relevant to our dilemma: The things that got us to where we are today will not get us to where we need to be tomorrow. Qualitative growth demands constant upgrading and intensifying of our efforts. Unless you are completely satisfied with the state of your personal spiritual life and the spiritual life of your congregation, you must accept both the need to improve and the paradigm shift that will facilitate such improvement. Doing more of what you’re already doing won’t take you to the next level. Doing more of the same and doing it better won’t get you there either. In all likelihood you’ll need to integrate new strategies and new tactics to climb to a higher plane of ministry impact and lifestyle purity.


The things that got us to where we are today will not get us to where we need to be tomorrow.



The natural tendency, of course, is to believe that we are doing okay, that we just need to tweak a few things and everything will be great. If you find yourself leaning in that direction, read the list of seven transitions again. Those are not overnight, quick-fix upgrades. Reread the list of twelve lifestyle outcomes in the previous section of this chapter. Those are not likely to happen without some radical transitions in thinking and commitment.

It all starts with a clear sense of what you are striving to accomplish. Are you satisfied with the nature of your church today but simply want your church to be bigger? Or are you committed to seeing a qualitative improvement in the ministry of your church and in the lives of the individuals within it?

If you understand the magnitude of what we’re discussing, then you realize shifting to an emphasis on growing true disciples is a major undertaking. Should we bother? Can’t we just keep on going down the same path we’re on, making incremental adjustments along the way?

No. I don’t know how to state it more bluntly. The Christian church is failing to live up to its promise; we’re not even coming close to fulfilling it. Our nation has a strong economy but a weak morality. People are more interested in faith and religion than in Jesus. Believers are largely indistinguishable from nonbelievers in how they think and live. The church has lost its place at the table of cultural influence. Can we restore the impact of the church through more events and buildings? No. It will take zealots for Christ—individuals who are intractably devoted to knowing, loving, and serving Him with all their heart, mind, strength, and soul—if we are to transform our world.

THE REASON FOR HOPE

Honestly, our society’s only hope of moral restoration is for the church to fulfill its calling from God. He called it into being so that the world would be impacted by the thoughts, words, and deeds of His followers.

But can the church possibly live up to God’s mighty calling? Absolutely! In fact, there are three persuasive reasons to believe that the church can fulfill God’s lofty expectations.

First, we can look at the history of the church. Two thousand years ago Jesus turned the world upside down by ignoring politics and institutional leverage and gathering twelve losers around Himself. He prepared these men to infiltrate their culture with a life-giving message, a transformed lifestyle, and a burning desire to serve God with every ounce of capacity they possessed—or die in the process. It was an improbable strategy, but it worked. The passion of Jesus’ disciples was contagious. Without buildings, budgets, programs, curricula, or mass media, they built the foundations for what has become the world’s most prolific faith group. Can you think of any reason why the modern church cannot have as much or greater impact as that small band of early believers?

Second, we must consider the heart of God. He created humans for the purpose of knowing, loving, and serving Him. His specific command to us, delivered through His Son, is that we should develop communities of faith to facilitate the growth of our relationship with Him and our service to others. He equipped us for this task with special gifts and abilities and with enormous resources—most important, His Holy Spirit who lives within and works through us. He gave us a huge task, yes, but He gave us all we would ever need to accomplish the task. Endowed by the Creator with all the tools and resources required to shape the world into a God-fearing, worshiping community, Christians have no excuse for not mastering the challenge.

Third, let’s not overlook one aspect of our culture that will enable us to make progress toward the desired outcome: the American can-do spirit. Americans love a good challenge. When posed with a possibility that seems just beyond our grasp but merits our energies, we often take up the cause and rise to the challenge. If God’s people in the United States can understand what is at stake and be given a reasonable plan of attack, it seems likely that they would energetically pursue the potential to be the true church.

THREE COMMITMENTS

Recognize that reaching the level of excellence called for within the church will demand three commitments of us.

First, we must rely upon God. This is a battle we cannot win on our own strengths and abilities. We must lean heavily on His Word, His power, and His guidance.

Second, for the church to be the church He envisioned, we must commit to personal growth. That commitment intimates that we are willing to change in ways that may be uncomfortable or unexpected.

Third, we must recognize that the church is not a private, individual endeavor but a corporate venture. We must be willing to minimize ourselves for the good of the whole, using our abilities and resources in harmony with those of other believers for the benefit of the church at large.

THE PICTURE OF SUCCESS

What would success look like if the church were to be comprised of true followers of Christ? We need only return to a well-known passage of Scripture to be reminded of the product we seek to achieve:


They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe, and many wonders and miraculous signs were done by the apostles. All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved. (Acts 2:42–47)



You cannot have that kind of experience unless you are fully devoted to the cause. The early disciples were sold out to Jesus and to carrying on His teachings through their words and deeds. The early church was not about specialists employing foolproof techniques; it was about sinners receiving grace, committing to change, and living in concert with the wisdom imparted by their faith resources—the Scriptures, the lives of fellow sojourners, and the leading of the Holy Spirit. As a natural result of dedicated discipleship, the church grew exponentially.

Do you know anyone who wants that kind of life? Are you willing to pull out all the stops to help them have it?

WHERE WE’RE GOING

Discipleship is not about reading books and storing up knowledge. My objective, however, is to provide you with information that may help you design a plan for your church and your life that will result in an Acts 2–type of experience. Here’s how I hope to accomplish that outcome.

In chapter 2 we will explore some of the nuts and bolts of discipleship—definitions, scriptural justifications, and a framework for the journey.

In chapter 3 I’ll present a brief overview of the current state of the church—individually and institutionally—as the context within which we are serving. You cannot intelligently change reality until you understand it.

Chapter 4 will provide an analysis of how we got to our current state of reality. This chapter will help you avoid the same traps and pitfalls that got us to our present condition of ineffectual spirituality.

You cannot get too far without a goal in mind, so chapter 5 will outline the goal of discipleship. Note that this chapter is not a step-by-step plan of action for your church, because every church is unique. But I will offer some adaptable guidelines for the development of your church’s agenda.

Chapter 6 will distill for you the findings from my research among a couple of dozen churches across the nation that are doing outstanding work in the area of discipleship. You will discover the philosophies
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