EDUCATION AND MORE?

The twentieth century will certainly be remembered as a century of educational advancements. Most are aware that education was at the forefront of America’s birth. Our historic universities are reminders of our belief in educating the leadership and membership of society. There is no doubt that education has brought many amazing rewards and opportunities to both individuals and our national community.

Education has been important to our church life as well. I grew up near a small southern town. I attended the First Baptist Church of that town. From my earliest remembrances, about 1960, we had a Minister of Music and Christian Education. Many churches of my denomination didn’t have a paid staff overseeing the church’s educational program but most every church had a Sunday School Director or Superintendent. Sunday School was always the 2nd, only to preaching, church function. By the fifties most all denominations had some form of Sunday School. From infants to senior adults a class was ready and a teacher prepared to instruct each Sunday. Many denominations had specific study guides published through their leadership. Others used a standard lesson guide published by a publisher for different churches. From Sunday School to Training Union to missions organizations or special study emphases materials were available to teach the church community. But why?

From America’s beginning one major driving force was for a better life. Education soon became the avenue through which a better life could be realized. That is both visible and still foundational today. Within the church the same idea carried over. To be a better Christian and experience a more satisfactory life Bible study was the Christian’s educational way. Few now remember that Sunday School in most denominations was first used as an evangelistic tool. Through it the Bible was studied but it was studied with a focus on leading the class attendees to make a profession of faith in Jesus Christ. It was the doorway into most churches. But over the years the evangelism has grown less emphasized and the study of familiar stories and passages more prominent.

As America developed and made advancement after advancement built upon our ever-increasing knowledge an underlying belief grew. “The enemy to our advancement is ignorance! The solution to our social and personal failures is education!” It is still believed that if people know better then we will start living the way we know is best for us. The problem is that any physician, or pastor for that matter, will tell you that isn’t the way life is. Never in the annals of recorded history have we been educated as much and as intensely as the second half of the twentieth and early twenty-first century. But social evil, medical preventable illnesses, harmful activities and so much more that we know are harmful and destructive we continue to do.

In church it has been much the same. We develop better teaching materials, volunteer training and denominationally trained leadership but we seem to be losing ground not gaining. Our churches are still infested with a Christianity that is expressive on Sunday, for an hour or so, but invisible at work, in the home and within our relationships. Christians that lived biblical principles and teachings were still rare but those with detailed knowledge of what is in the Bible greatly increased.

I was denominationally trained and served in this environment. I received a Bible major and Christian Education minor at a Wesleyan college. I went on to receive a Masters of Divinity with Religious Education at one of the Southern Baptist Convention’s Seminaries. My ambition was to use the educational arm of the local church to turn believers into practicing followers of Christ. I labored in building Bible focused Sunday Schools and studies. I used materials from Navigators and others from outside the denomination groups. I used many video and educational materials. I even revamped the Sunday School process and learning methods. I used “discipleship” courses and materials in small group settings. After over 20 years of effort the results was disheartening. Many didn’t want to participate in being discipled. Of those that did most evidenced little change in lifestyle or spiritual devotion. So after growing tired of beating with a bigger hammer, trying to force what didn’t fit and yet still moved with a passion that Christ calls His believers to be followers of His teachings and lifestyle, I took another look.

As I allowed what I have already shared with you to surface to the top of my stilled waters, I began to see from a different perspective. It was then that my faith in education was changed to include the necessity of transition. Education is not bad and certainly isn’t to be discarded. Knowledge is an essential building block. But bridging the gorge that separates knowing and practicing takes passion, commitment and devotion. Revolutions are fought from passion not information or facts. I enjoy participating in a revolutionary reenactment group. As I listen to the sharing of historical facts and represent those willing to go into war I am reminded that the American Revolution was not the result of education. It was a passion that burned from the fuel of learned information that led to a readiness to sacrifice, serve and even die for a cause. And so too are many of the day-to-day matters of our living. From our eating habits to our exercise programs we bridge the gorge from knowing to doing with passion and old fashioned commitment. For us to do what we know is best rather than enjoy the momentary pleasure that leads to long-lasting harm we must add to our knowledge conviction and commitment that propels us into action.

Like the church of Laodicea our “first love” is a heart of devotion and commitment. As Christians we often start with great energy and dreams. But life is a painful awakening that our dreams require much work. So as we rest in the assurance of going to heaven rather than hell we also grow content to not work so hard and be contented with the progress we have made. We attend church, Sunday School, give regularly and stay away from the great social vices. Yet we are coasting day by day and not living out what we know the Bible teaches us to do. Like Laodicea we bounce from momentary passionate love for Christ to a routine coasting that maintains our Christian marks. But Christ calls us farther.

Too often we confuse the Great Commission of Christ with the prophecy of Jeremiah to the people deported to Babylon.

Jeremiah 29:4-7

This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, says to all those I carried into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: "Build houses and settle down; plant gardens and eat what they produce. Marry and have sons and daughters; find wives for your sons and give your daughters in marriage, so that they too may have sons and daughters. Increase in number there; do not decrease. Also, seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried you into exile. Pray to the LORD for it, because if it prospers, you too will prosper."
(NIV)

And we Christians “settle down” and “seek the peace and prosperity” as we live our comfortable and self-focused lives. Yet every so often we get that twinge of guilt or that troublesome conviction that there is more to our spiritual walk. We sense an inner calling to go further than we have gone and live very differently than we are living. It is then that we face the real crisis in choosing whether we will break from the settled life of prosperity and search for God’s greater kingdom work or just go back to the life we are living. Here is the place that I join with a multitude of others calling you to make the break. This manual is focused on giving you a pathway out of the settled life and into the adventurous life of following Christ as your Master and Lord. Why? The Great Commission:

Matthew 28:18-20

Then Jesus came to them and said, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.""
(NIV) emphasis added

This is not new to us. The command in the Great Commission is “make disciples.” “Go” is an understood action of our moving through life. “Baptizing” and “teaching” are the ways we are to make disciples. And “everything” is what is to be taught. We in the 21st century are to be just like the disciples of the 1st century. But we aren’t. We are teaching but we are not doing. The idea behind “disciple” is one that learns and practices what was taught. Jesus never intended for believers to be content in their forgiveness and eternal promise. In gratefulness and thanksgiving we are to give ourselves to Christ as the apostle Paul was fond of saying, “a slave of Christ.”

This becoming Christ’s slave or servant requires a transformational experience, or should I say experiences. In my personal walk with Christ my changing of my ways for His ways took far more than new insight or information. I often wrestled with guilt and spiritual discomfort. Yet I continued to do the old way. It wasn’t until the Holy Spirit’s conviction, personal experiences or another’s modeling pushed me across the line of commitment that I started living as the Scriptures teach. When I like Isaiah said, “Here am I. Send me!” (Isaiah 6:8 NIV) or I like the apostle Paul said, “For to me, to live is Christ…” (Philippians 1:21 NIV) then I gave myself to a different way of living. So it isn’t until my will is sacrificed to the greater will of Christ that I begin doing what I’ve been taught, according to the Bible, is the disciple’s way.

I had validated it in my own life. I had experienced its necessity in my spiritual living. Yet I had not seen that more than being taught was needed to make disciples of Christ. So I am not abandoning teaching. I am more a teacher than a “preacher.” I still support and encourage teaching ministries within the local church. This is a foundational necessity to making disciples. I have simply come to the conclusion that upon the foundation of biblical knowledge must be the structure of many convictions and personal commitments to follow Christ in the way He leads us to live. Disciples are those who make the inner commitment to drop their nets, (Peter, Andrew, James and John) leave their tax booths, (Matthew) abandon earthly dreams and pursuits, (Peter, Barnabas, Paul, Timothy) and follow the example, teachings and directions of Christ.

The first century disciples and the twenty-first century disciples share the pain of sacrifice. The disciples of every century share the pain of abandoning personal pleasures, securities, comforts and dreams for the call to “come follow Me.” And I am grateful that many bearing the name of Christ hunger for a greater walk of faith in Christ and devotion to Christ. It is to these that the invitation still comes, “come follow me,” “come be with Me,” and “remain in Me.” The secret to being a present day disciple of Christ is building with convictions and commitments upon the foundation of our biblical knowledge.

The rest of this manual is a walk through 13 commitments in the disciples life. Yes there are many more and there is no magic about 13. It wasn’t intentional just the number of commitments identified as major steps leading to Christ’s intentions for His disciples. So I will seek to take you beyond your knowledge and teaching perspective. I will give you ideas and resources but not courses to complete. I invite you to experiment and use other resources as you wish. I only caution and impress upon you the need to set your sights upon the life changing commitment not the gaining of information or completing of a set study. Discipleship is a relationship expressed in action and attitude. So thanks to those who have taught us. Thank you to those sharing with us valuable insights into the Scriptures. To all who labor to teach classes, Bible Schools and a host of other venues of biblical instructions, thank you. And to those convicted, hungering, thirsty for a life of being Christ’s disciple “come and see.” I hope you will take the challenge to “come follow Christ.” I pray your experience in this manual will lead you to “come be with Christ,” serving and living for Him. And may God uses these efforts to guide you into “remaining in Him” as you choose to start your own family of disciples and lead them to do as God commissioned Adam and Eve, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it.” (Genesis 1:28 NIV)
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