The Praxis of Discipleship
Intro: 

1. “It’s only words!” mumbled the parishioner in the pew behind me under her breath but loudly enough for me to hear her. That’s how she described her pastor’s preaching. 
2. He preached the word but didn’t practice it.
3. Do you think that can’t happen to you?

4. Her pastor was a WTS grad. 

5. Seminary prepares you to preach biblically.
6. It doesn’t necessarily prepare you to preach in a powerful, faith-encouraging, life-transforming way.

7. My seminary experience certainly didn’t.

8. Life-changing preaching has a price tag.

9. It requires following in Christ’s steps (1 Peter 3:21) and abiding in him (John 15:5).
10. That’s what discipleship is, and why you need a plan to nurture your own spiritual life. 
11. Translating your preaching into practice is far more important than translating Greek and Hebrew into sermon text, with all due respect to WTS language profs.
12. When I attended TEDS, Warren Wiersbe spoke at chapel one day. I was impressed both by how simple and how penetrating his message was.

13. Powerful preaching is simple, and it’s also show-and-tell.

14. Your congregation listens to Balaam’s donkey in the pulpit every week, and watches to see if he acts like, well you know what, between Sundays.
15. If your walk doesn’t match your talk, your congregation won’t think much of your talk either, no matter how biblically-based it is.

16. They’ll stop listening right after you say, “Welcome to our service.”

17. You might even be able to read a few lips muttering, “It’s only words!”

18. Words and walk must match based both on what the Bible says and on analyzing NCD surveys from 34 churches in the ERC.

19. Paul wrote, “Don’t let anyone look down on you because you are young, but set an example for the believers in speech, in life, in love, in faith and in purity (1 Timothy 4:12).

20. NCD data suggested that believers expect their pastor to be an example in speech, life, love, faith and purity.

21. The correlation between “The pastor is a spiritual example to me” and “I feel that the sermon in the worship service speaks to my life needs is .88 (.45, .01). 
22. The congregation thinks your messages apply to them when they see you applying them to yourself.
23. The future health of your congregation depends more on how passionate your spiritual life is than on whether you have a seminary degree.
24.  The response to “The pastor is a spiritual example to me” has a .79 correlation with how passionate spirituality is in the congregation. 
25. A Christ-like example is rooted in a life of walking in Jesus Christ (Col. 2:6-7).

26. As we lose water through perspiration, over time our spiritual passion leaks away unless we work hard to maintain it.
27. The bumps and bruises of ministry can suck it out of us almost instantly.
28. We have to work hard to maintain it because we can’t expect others to be more passionate about Jesus than we are. 
29. This is an area of struggle for me and many pastors I know. It was more natural for me to be a persevering, faithful pastor than a passionate, fervent one.

30. Perseverance and faithfulness are essential in the Christian life, but we need to balance them with a passionate, fervent faith.
31. “Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord” (Romans 12:11).

32. Keeping our spiritual fervor isn’t just a good idea to maximize our ministry. It’s God’s command.

33. If I can be passionate about anything (don’t get me talking about coaching the throws or fishing), then there’s no excuse not to be passionate about my relationship with God.

34. None.

35. You don’t have any excuse either.

36. We can do all things through him who strengthens us. (Phil 4:13).

37. Having met with about 100 pastors personally every year for ten years running has given me windows into their spiritual lives.

38. Many are negligent in nurturing their relationship with Christ and aren’t living balanced lives.

39. Busyness competes with spending time with God.

40. Some think preparing for sermons substitutes for feeding their own souls.

41. It doesn’t.

42. Pastoral ministry is more than counseling, visiting, marrying, burying and preparing sermons.
43. Jesus didn’t die on a cross, so pastors could have a career.

44. It’s easy to get so wrapped up in the gift (ministry) that we neglect the giver and nurturing our relationship with him.
45. We can be like the older brother in Luke 15 who served his father without becoming more like him.

46. When that happens: 
a. Our preaching loses its penetrating power and our counseling lacks wisdom.
b. We go through spiritual motions and ministry becomes just a job.
c. We lose the optimism and enthusiasm we had at the sunrise of our ministry.

47. That’s a critical loss.

48. All healthy congregations are optimistic and enthusiastic. (OE)
49. OE is like the wind that fills the sails of the church.

a. It starts with the pastor and leaders.
b. It results from living by faith in him who is able to do immeasurably more than we ask or imagine (Ephesians 3:20).

50. That’s why you need a plan to feed the fire of your spiritual life.
51. God will provide the fire, but it’s your responsibility to feed it.
52. Because the parts of life are so interdependent, a discipleship plan that’s effective over the long haul includes balancing the spiritual, emotional, physical, intellectual and social dimensions of life.

53. We’re going to focus on that and two other spiritual evaluation tools this evening.

54. You can maximize the fruit of your ministry by providing an altar in your life to nurture God’s fire.
55. BUILD THE FIREPLACE

a. Practice the following spiritual disciplines that provide a fire-friendly environment. 

i. Meditate
1. Much Scripture is like tough meat. You need to chew a long time to get maximum nutrition. Read the Bible a word and phrase at a time. Repeat over and over. As you contemplate God’s word, like gentle rain, it will sink deep into and soften the soil of your heart.

2. If you have 15 minutes a day set aside to spend in God’s word, spend half that thinking about personal application.
3. I focus on application when I read, but I need to spend more time in meditation.
ii. Pray

1. Focus isn’t Help me, Help me, Help me but Change me, Change me, Change me.
2. Balance your prayer life - PRAYER model
iii. Fast

1. You can fast from food, hobbies, TV, computer games etc.

2. Medical issues could prevent fasting from food.

3. Fasting gives your prayers more favor and penetrating power and your mind greater focus.

4. One lunch/week skipped – spent in prayer (last 10 years).
iv. Journal

1. I write Scripture applications in one to three sentences daily.

2. Command form to myself (examples)

3. More spiritual food for me than through the Bible in a year approach.

v. Study

1. Study the Bible and other sources of wisdom to help you see life as God does (Romans 12:2). 
2. Relatively easy discipline for pastors who have to prepare sermons regularly.
3. Act upon the truths God teaches you.

4. Read Christian books, journals, magazines in addition to reading the Bible. 
5. Effective leaders are readers.

6. Through reading you can learn from the achievements, insights, strengths, weaknesses and mistakes of others.

vi. Simplify

1. Disentangle yourself, if necessary, from the control of anything that enslaves you, including the lust for more and better material things.
2. Believe me. This doesn’t mesh well with most pastoral financial packages!

3. If you’re spiritually healthy your defining passion is loving God, neighbor, and other believers.
4. If that’s not it, begin to prune away the competition.

5. I’ve been pruning for years, and I’m still not finished!

vii. Solitude

1. Get alone with God periodically to examine your relationships and priorities.

2. An unexamined life is like a garden overrun with weeds.

3. Solitude enables you to separate weed from crop, urgent from essential and temporal from eternal.

4. I need to do this more than sporadically.
viii. Submit

1. Yield to God the need to be in control.

2. Slide over to the passenger seat and let him drive.

ix. Obey
1. Do what God wants immediately and wholeheartedly.

2. Obedience is the hallway to the banquet room of joy.

3. “If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love. I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete” (John 15:10-11).

x. Serve

1. Gladly give your treasures, talents, time and energy to help others.

2. The greatest in the kingdom is the one who serves the most people.

3. There’s more joy kneeling at the basin and washing feet than standing in the spotlight.

4. Jesus came to serve and to give his life a ransom for many (Mk 10:45).
xi. Share your faith

1. Sharing your faith increases your spiritual passion.
2. This is a weak area for many pastors, myself included. 

3. Tendency for pastors to be isolated from unbelievers.

4. Avoiding evangelism because of fear is a primary reason most churches aren’t growing.

5. Underlying issue is that we don’t love the lost enough to take a risk.

6. Hebrews 11:6 – Fear and faith are opposites.

xii. Use your spiritual gifts

1. Using your SG connects you with God’s purpose for your life and his desire to bless others through you.

2. It brings both joy and fulfillment.

xiii. Confess your sins

1. Confessing your sins and failures to one another helps you experience God’s forgiveness, to be transparent and to recognize you’re journeying with fellow strugglers. 

2. Do you have an accountability partner or group?

xiv. Worship with others

1. Worshipping and celebrating together as a body give God the praise he deserves and inspires thanksgiving and rejoicing on a larger scale than small group or private worship and celebration.

56.  FEED THE FIRE

a. Choose to FIZZ
i. Be fervent in spirit, serving the Lord (Romans 12:11).
ii. We’re naturally passionate about our own kingdom, not God’s.

iii. I’m passionate about things I do well.

iv. We need a passion-realignment. 

v. In 1976 while I was visiting a church in the former EP Conference to raise financial support as a CCC staff member, I was asked by the pastor, “What’s the least we can give?”
vi. My response: You don’t have to give anything at all. And they didn’t.

vii. That’s a parable for much of church life where joy is notably absent.

viii. Choosing to fizz is the exact opposite of “What’s the least we can give?”

ix. Spiritually passionate persons don’t ask such questions.

x. Pentecost transformed the apostles from fearful followers into passionate evangelists.

xi. The control of the Holy Spirit made the difference then and still does.
xii. “Do not put out the Spirit’s fire” (1 Thess 5:19).

xiii. Are you feeding the fire or putting it out?
xiv. A lot rides on your answer.
xv. People are looking for something to get excited about and give their lives to.

xvi. When your faith brings you joy, your life becomes very attractive.
xvii. Doing and saying right things without heart-felt passion angers God.

xviii. I’ve preached more than one sermon without heart-felt passion.
xix. “These people honor me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me” (Matt 15:8).

xx. OUCH!

xxi. When you open a soft drink can, it fizzes immediately. Bubble rise continually. That’s a picture of fervent, boiling faith. 

xxii. If the soft drink sits for a day it becomes flat.
xxiii. Time, disappointing experiences, and the wear and tear of life can take the fizz and bubbles out of your faith.

xxiv. Unless you work hard to maintain the fizz, you’ll become apathetic, lazy, indifferent, and just go through the motions without any heart.

xxv. If your fizz is gone, that’s a mortal blow to the future of the church, because as a leader, you set the pace.

xxvi. You can choose your attitude!

xxvii. Choose to fizz. Work at fizzing. Don’t be satisfied with less.

57. Seek Joy in God

a. Where you hunt for something determines your success.

b. Don’t look for potatoes in a corn field.
c. Where are you looking for joy?

d. God has a monopoly on it.

e. You experience it only by knowing him  yielding to him and doing his will.

f. The psalmist experienced joy because of God’s presence (16:11), word (119:14), salvation (51:12), love (90:14), work (92:4), and comfort (94:19).

58. Pursue Maturity

a. When the Holy Spirit brings new birth, passionate spirituality can appear as quickly as a lightening--caused wildfire.
b. It comes without any effort, but it doesn’t remain long term without effort.

c. You have to feed the fire.

d. Spiritual maturity develops through feeding the fire with the raw materials of the spiritual disciplines.
e. Productive ministry, Christ-like character, and a lifestyle of dependence on God and interdependence with other believers demonstrate spiritual maturity.
59. Think Biblically

a. How you think greatly affects your spiritual passion.

b. To increase it, think more biblically about God, yourself and your world.

c. Meditate on who you are in Christ, and passion will rise up within you. 
d. Personalize God’s word. “How great is the love the Father has lavished on Jack, that Jack should be called a child of God! And that is what Jack is!” (1 Jn 3:1 paraphrased).

e. When biblical truth shapes your worldview, the floodgates of joy can open wide.

f. God made you to find joy by carrying out a specific part of his unfolding plan. That makes you eternally significant. 
g. It also means you won’t find lasting joy anywhere else.

60. Praise your way to passion

a. Psalm 100:4-5 – “Enter his gates with thanksgiving and his courts with praise; give thanks to him and praise his name. For the Lord is good and his love endures forever; his faithfulness continues through all generations.”
b. Praising God for his character and promises strengthens you spiritual passion.

c. Years ago, I was scheduled to lead my first worship service after a week of pastoral vacation. I was 10 shades of blue-depressed. My spiritual passion didn’t even register on the dip stick. I had vacation-hangover. I’ve noticed that the less I work the less I want to work. My body was headed back to work, but my heart didn’t want to go there. On the drive to the church, I began to sing some praise songs. The longer I sang, the better I felt. By the time I arrived, my spiritual passion was restored. Listen to and/or sing songs or hymns of praise to increase your spiritual passion.
61. Quit Comparing

a. I became a Christian through the ministry of the Navigators. In my early days as a Christian I looked down on what I thought was the inferior spirituality of others back in my home church. 
b. According to C.S. Lewis, the worst kind of pride is spiritual pride, and that’s precisely what I was guilty of.

c. God resists the proud (James 4:6) but he gives grace and spiritual joy to the humble who are filled with his Spirit.
d. God’s resistance excludes any possibility of joy and spiritual vitality.

e. We can’t be filled with pride and God’s Spirit at the same time.

f. In my ministry experience, a feeling of inadequacy is the norm.
g. People could create problems far faster than I could solve them.

h. I had to depend on God, and so will you.
i. Philippians 2:3-4

j. Don’t compare your spirituality with others’.

62. Break Down Barriers

a. Unforgiving persons erect chain-link fences topped with barbed wire between themselves and those who’ve offended them.

b. “Bear with each other and forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord forgave you” (Col 3:13).

c. When there’s no forgiveness, there’s no joy.

d. Story of going to another pastor at ERC conference to break down a barrier.
63. Pursue Holy Living

a. You can love and still maintain standards.

b. Beware of compromising to embrace cultural standards that oppose God’s standards.

c. It’s not what culture says, but what Jesus says that leads to joy.

d. “If you obey my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have obeyed my Father’s commands and remain in his love. I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete (John 15:10-11).
64. Handle Criticism Constructively 
a. It’s hard to be spiritually passionate when others are shooting critical arrows at you.

b. Unwarranted or unkind criticism can suck the joy out of your life in a honk-a –second.
c. As surely as the sun rises and sets, you’ll experience criticism in ministry.

d. Weigh your critics, don’t count them. Look for any truth in the criticism, and throw the rest away.

e. Make any necessary changes.

f. If no one is criticizing you, Satan doesn’t consider you a threat!

g. Don’t let criticism rob your joy.

65.  FOCUS ON LOVE
a. What really matters to God? – Galatians 5:6 – The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love.

b. 4-fold love focus – Mt. 22:37-39; John 13:34-35, Mt. 5:44
c. Your life can count by putting your faith into loving action

i. FLIP YOUR CUP
1. Inward/downward – 1 John 2:16 – collect, compete, control

2. Naturally seek – independence, control, visibility, influence, power
3. Input – World system values

4. No position …

5. FLIP – (Repentance) - Have you?

6. Flip-Flop tendency.

ii. FILL IT UP

1. Son – Col. 2:9-10

2. Word – Col. 3:16 – Word of Christ dwell …

3. Spirit – Eph. 5:18

4. Faith – Acts 6:5

5. Fellowship – Heb 10:24-25

iii. POUR IT OUT – Phil 2:17 – Poured out like a drink offering

1. Challenge – Matt 3:8 [Produce fruit…]

2. Repent and believe & not act??

3. Flow-through believer?

4. Holey vs. unholy cup

5. What kind of cup are you?

6. God has LGD ministry just for you – Heb 10:24

7. Equipped you – T, P, Sg

8. Following Jesus is what really matters – Michael Phelps

9. Your life counts when you follow Jesus.

10. That’s demonstrated by putting your faith into loving action.
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