Church Paper on Discipleship, Commitment and Leadership

by Seth Asman

theasmans@sbcglobal.net

September 25, 2006

Much has been discussed on the issues of discipleship, members’ commitment and leadership in our fellowship over the past few years.  Where does the right ‘balance’ lie? What roles do we play in each other’s lives regarding ‘discipleship’?  And what roles do leaders play in our lives and in the church?

I do not pretend to have all the answers, and I know I cannot empathize or relate to everyone’s life situation.  However I hope over the course of this paper to demonstrate the power of biblical discipleship and areas where it is lacking among us - whether conceptually or practically; to discuss our need as a church for each member to remain committed to one another; and to discuss the standard of leadership from God’s perspective.

My goal and intent is that the leaders can use this paper to spur on conversations with one another about the direction of the church as we begin to plan and discuss the various standards of our congregation.  I hope and pray that we can each examine our personal perspectives on these topics and judge whether or not we have the proper understanding and knowledge to be upright in these areas.  I hope we can reflect, with God’s Spirit, on how we are doing as Christians and/or as leaders.  And above all, I hope we will not be ‘stiff-necked’ as the Israelites were as they came out of Egypt.  Then we will be able to search out the things of this life and discover what is actually ‘good’.

Commitment

Our commitment to one another as a congregation, and as God’s children, is not a commitment of activity, but rather it is a commitment written on our hearts, which can be clearly seen - expressed through love and witnessed by our intimate knowledge of each other’s lives.  The church, God’s commands and indeed even the topics of discipleship and leadership are wrapped around our commitment of love to one another!  (Mt 22)

Therefore, it is important that we continue to teach and admonish every member of the church to be committed to giving to the church; and be active in his or her relationships with the other members of the church.  Consider this excerpt from Ephesians:

But to each one of us grace has been given as Christ apportioned it…. so that [we] may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ.  Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ. From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.









- Ephesians 4:7, 12b-16

We must remain committed and do our work in order that:

· Each part of the body may be built up into the fullness, likeness and image of Christ

· We become more intimately unified (bearing each other’s burdens, sharing in each other’s victories, demonstrating God’s love, etc.)

· We all may become mature (receiving God’s blessing, realizing the goals of our lives.)

This is the very reason we have received grace!  God’s glory is complete when we work together and receive His blessings!  Unfortunately not every member sees it that way.  Some do not wish to be a part of the body or do not desire to give to the church.  These members should be corrected in love according to the principles laid out in the bible.  Not harshly as some have done in the past.  Consider Romans 15:1 “We who are strong ought to bear with the failings of the weak, and not to please ourselves.” (Also read 1 Corinthians 12, 2 Timothy 2 and 2 Peter 3 for more instruction on correction and rebuking the stubborn and weak in the church.)

Our commitment to one another helps us to bear spiritual fruit, which manifests itself both spiritually and physically in our lives (more powerful character, deeper and stronger marriages/families, greater wealth and financial blessing, etc.).  While there appears to be a healthy commitment to be in each others’ lives in our congregation, it also appears that there is a lack of depth in those same relationships in many pockets of the church.  People spend time together, but have stopped calling one another higher spiritually.  This same dynamic can be seen over and over again in the Old Testament.  This is heavily due to a lack of biblical discipleship in the church.

Biblical Discipleship

Biblical discipleship is a benefit and a blessing to all who invest in it.  Consider Proverbs 27:17, “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.”  Hebrews chapter 12 says that a man who is trained by God’s discipline reaps a harvest of blessing.  Those who are committed to discipleship and to being trained by God’s discipline will be blessed and better positioned to live a full life.

Discipleship, however, does not equal discipling.  In fact the word ‘discipling’ is not a biblical term, nor is it defined in contemporary dictionaries.  Our movement over the past 30 years has invented the term discipling.  While many good things have been born out of this terminology, we must be careful not to overextend its terminology, and we must not over-prioritize its usefulness.  For some the term ‘discipling’ itself has become a negative word.  Quite simply, ‘discipling’ is not the definition of discipleship, therefore our standard of discipleship must go deeper than saying we need ‘discipled’ or ‘discipling’, or ‘discipling partners’.  

A better definition of biblical discipleship is found in 2 Timothy 3.  Paraphrased, discipleship is effectively and correctly using the scriptures and spiritual concepts to teach, rebuke, correct and train godly men and women to grow in their righteousness and perform good deeds consistently in their lives.  Without proper discipleship, our ability to see and clearly understand God’s nature 

and love becomes increasingly difficult.  Without proper discipleship our paths to God will be filled with many thorns; our faith in God will constantly be attacked, and many will grow    weary and not make it (perhaps including you and I).  Effective discipleship is essential to our belief and worship!

Discipleship can be achieved in many ways:

· From the pulpit (hearing a message and putting it to practice)

· Life experiences (learning from successes and failures with God in mind.)

· Classrooms – being engaged in spiritual education/training classes

· Bible Study groups – digging into the scriptures in a peer-group setting.

But probably the biggest and most effective way to practice discipleship is the one on one method.  This is why God commands us to be in each other’s lives.  This method of discipleship enables us to get the most time to focus on our faith, our hearts, our lives.  However one-on-one discipleship is also one of the most difficult ways to spiritually train (as witnessed by our movement).  Hence, that is why it is also essential to have the previous methods of discipleship in place, so that each member can learn to better love, serve and relate to other people on an individual level. 

Discipleship will help families and individuals grow in their lives and overcome many obstacles, which they will face in this life.  As a minister, I have found people struggle with four areas in their lives (as Christians):

1. Faithlessness (lack of faith in God, His plan, and believing in self)

2. Sin (which steals God’s glory, destroys faith and destroys what God has built in us.)

3. Life challenges (illness, finances, persecution, etc.)

4. Selfless Serving (consistently serving benevolently)

Discipleship is designed to enable us to overcome these struggles. Consider Jesus’ words to us:  “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” (Jn 6:33), and also in 1 John 5:4 “everyone born of God overcomes the world.”  Through Christ, we are designed to succeed at life! - And discipleship is the tool to get us there.

True biblical discipleship is not practiced enough in our church.  Right now God is ‘separating the sheep and the goats’.  There are those in our midst in danger of the fires of Hell!  We must take discipleship seriously.  Too many people are trying to carry their burdens on their own, or ignore their burdens altogether.  The result is missed opportunities at knowing God and His  peace - which leads to frustration and a stale, stymied life.  Even more it is the absence of God’s spirit.  As a result we lack trust in our fellowship, but we also lack depth, joy and peace.  If we don’t repent many will be lost, maybe even ourselves. 

As a church, we must push on and require discipleship for every member.  Does this mean every disciple will be required to meet one on one with another disciple every week? Plus midweek? Plus Sunday worship? Plus other activities!?  No!  Let us not forget Paul’s words to the church at Colosse:

Since you died with Christ to the basic principles of this world, why, as though you still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules: "Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!"? These are all destined to perish with use, because they are based on human commands and teachings. Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.









-Colossians 3:20-23

Indeed I can relate to this passage!  While it is certainly good to be involved in ministry each and every day, ministers and leaders should be careful not to legislate the amount of time a member spends learning, being trained and serving.  Remember, the ministry exists for the people! - People do not exist for the sake of the ministry!  

Life has its cycles and transitions where our time needs to be spent in different areas.  A single mom who works two jobs just to pay her bills and put food on her table is certainly going to be less available than an established business professional who only works 35 hours a week – but each has received their lot from God.  If both earnestly seek God and make every effort to grow up in Christ, will not God bless them and rescue them both?  This is the wisdom which leads the church closer to God.  This is the wisdom, which we must use - especially as the church strives to grow and have more impact in our community.  

Leadership

There are many facets to leadership.  As Paul wrote in Ephesians, God called some to be prophets, some teachers, some administrators, and so on.  In our church today there are many types of leaders also.  Some have a special calling in their leading (such as preachers, or those with wisdom) while others have simply taken on responsibilities and duties of the church.  There is much to be said about leadership, more than should be written here, so our focus will be lay-leadership, and the various other roles and duties within the church.

You may have heard it said before, “Leadership is a privilege, not an entitlement.”  I couldn’t disagree more!  In fact leadership is neither an entitlement nor a privilege!  What leadership is, however, is a responsibility.  It is a commitment to accountability.  This commitment differs from the commitment of Christ written on our hearts.  It is written on paper and involves activity, time, sacrifice, integrity and greater submission.

Oftentimes, I think we make the mistake of saying that the most ‘spiritual’ men and women will be our leaders.  However I have come to believe this can be false humility.  Consider Jesus’ disciples.  Were they the most spiritual men of their time?  In fact, didn’t Jesus constantly rebuke and challenge them because of their lack of spirituality?  Consider this:  Peter didn’t have faith; Judas wasn’t honest; James and John were extremely arrogant; Martha was anxious and man focused.  As we mature in our own faith, we must realize leadership isn’t always about having the purest heart, or the deepest knowledge. (Yes the elders and teachers must be mature and represent Christ well.  But in general I am focusing on our lay-leaders in this discussion.)

In time, as leaders serve and grow with God, they hopefully will become more complete and spiritual.  But at the root of leadership is the acceptance of responsibility, accountability and completing the role assigned to them.  This also directly implies greater submission to each other.  (For example, if the evangelist works with those leaders under him on a project, then they directly report to him, and he has the authority of God to hold them accountable.)

As the church grows, and as our lives change, many leaders can become more preoccupied with their own life and family needs.  This isn’t necessarily a bad thing, but a leader’s call is to sacrifice in order to complete his duty.  The greater the responsibility, the greater their sacrifice may need to be.  If a leader cannot continue to serve at such a level, then he should step down.  This is honorable and righteous (I can attest to this personally).  This does not mean that every time a leader has ‘trouble’ he should remove himself from leadership – where is our faith!  But if that man becomes weak in his faith, or God calls him to focus his efforts elsewhere, then God is able to raise others up to support the church.

Again there is much to be said about this!  A leader should take responsibility for his duties.  There are some among us who have been content as leaders to not do our job and to be content in our negligence.  There are leaders among us who do not feel equipped to do their job, but do not have the courage to confess their need for help!  Likewise there are leaders among us who in their pride lead with false humility and do not feed their sheep!  We must all take stock of where we are spiritually and repent!  I fall short in so many ways and pray that my brothers and sisters will extend God’s grace to me.  But without repentance as a leader, the gospel is neglected and the people are hindered!

I think also that part of the obstacle to a more effective leadership may lie in that we (as church leaders) have not clearly defined each leadership role effectively enough.  Or it is possible that we have strayed as leadership from those defined purposes.  Another possibility is that the roles we have defined have outlived their usefulness.  But this is a noble discussion for another paper.

It is important as we reflect on these issues that we understand God has a plan for us as a church, and as His people. His plan is good and is meant to enrich our lives, not burden us or stretch us to our limits.  God’s call of discipleship and commitment are a blessing, and are meant to build us up in His image for our own good!  What’s more, with effective leadership in place we can certainly reach those heights and help others receive the same blessings!

Right now, our church is in need of leaders who will step up and sacrifice in order to declare the gospel and to build up God’s people.  More than ever there is a need for biblical discipleship at the relationship level in our church.  When we go deep and speak the truth in love to one another, then we can be prepared to see God!  There is an abundance of fruit just waiting for us, and God wants us to have it!  But first, we must apply these principles to our lives.  Then we will have what is good!

I hope you will consider these words and discuss them with your neighbors in the church.  May God grant us His Holy Spirit that we may have the strength to repent and grow as a congregation!  May He give us peace and bless those who seek Him honestly and earnestly!  And may we give God ALL the glory!

