NAVS Discipleship materials

A cause to die for – Commitment
Aim – To help us grasp an understanding of and commitment to genuine discipleship. To help us to consider whether we are growing in our faith and think about the lengths we would be willing to go in service to our Lord. 

Introduction – In our day and age there are those who profess to be Christians yet only a few years later are nowhere with the Lord and are living as if Christ meant nothing to them at all. There are others who just bumble along in their faith and settle for mediocrity without being truly committed to their faith. It is not surprising that when trial, trouble or persecution comes that these half-hearted believers can become discouraged and may even turn their back on their faith completely. In this session I want to think about what it means to be truly committed to our faith. If we are truly committed to Christ then there should be nothing that is able to distract us from the race marked out for us, there should be no persecution, trial or temptation that can trip us up.

What kind of priorities do we have in life? What is most important to us? How could we describe Paul’s perspective on life? Why does Paul say that he is torn between life and death? How do our motivations / perspectives compare to those of Paul?

· Much of what is important to people in our world is not really that important at all. People strive for wealth, position, security, health and many other things that can become the things that people worship. As Christians we too can fall into the trap of chasing after these things and although they are not necessarily wrong in themselves they can distract us from following Christ. We value our lives and rightfully so and we naturally want what is best for ourselves but as we shall see, Paul had a very different outlook on life and an incredibly challenging motivation for living. 

· In Paul’s letter to the Philippians we find many insights into what was really important to him. In chapter 1:20-26 we find him weighing up the merits of either continuing in this world or dying to go to be with Christ. Paul says that he is torn between the two, he knows that to die is gain but he also knows that life in the body means more opportunities to labour for Christ (20-22). Paul’s determination and purpose is centered upon Christ being exalted in his body, whether in life or death (20). It is clear that Paul’s motivation was that others may grow in Christ and that Christ might be glorified in him. In general people are scared of the idea of death and even Christians would struggle to say with Paul’s certainty that ‘to die is gain’.

· In Philippians 3:7-8 Paul says that he considers everything a loss compared to the greatness of knowing Christ. Paul had achieved much in the Jewish culture in which he was brought up in but he is able to say here that he considered them nothing compared to what he now had in knowing Christ. I wonder whether we have this kind of passion and longing for knowing Christ. Paul’s life was engulfed with his desire to know Christ and make Him known. So much so that he was able to forget what was behind and strive towards what was ahead in order to win the prize for which God had called him heavenward in Christ Jesus (13-14). If we are to be truly committed to Christ we must strive to have this kind of perspective on life. 

What is Jesus trying to say through the illustration of the kernel of wheat? In what sense should we follow Jesus’ example? What is the cost of true discipleship? Why do you think Jesus’ rebuke of Peter was so severe? What does it mean to take up our cross and deny ourselves? In what sense should we expect persecution and hardship for following Christ?
· In order to understand what it means to be truly committed to our faith we need to appreciate that there is a cost. The example that Jesus gives illustrates that if a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies it produces many seeds (John 12:20-28). The primary implication of this example from the natural world is that Jesus was trying to illustrate that through his death many seeds would be produced. The power of a seed is in submission, if it dies it produces many seeds. Jesus’ death opened the way for the fulfillment of God’s promises. It wasn’t an easy thing for Jesus to voluntarily give His life. In verses 27-28 Jesus prays ‘Father save me from this our’, and then reasons that it was for that purpose that He had come to that hour. 

· There is also a second implication of this passage. In verse 25 Jesus said ‘the man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life’. Our response to Jesus who voluntarily gave up His life for us should be to give up our lives for others. Jim Elliot personifies this attitude when he said “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.” We are each called to be disciples and to make disciples of those around us but the cost involved is our very lives. If we are to serve Christ then we must follow His example and display the same kind of commitment that took Him to Calvary. Are we willing to be the seed that dies in order to produce many?
· In response to Jesus’ question ‘who do you say I am?’ Peter replied ‘You are the Christ’ (Mark 8:27-30). Jesus began explaining to them that He had to suffer and die at the hands of sinful men. Peter however reacted to what Jesus was saying, and taking Jesus aside he began to rebuke Him (31-32). Peter may have worked out that Jesus was the Christ but he certainly didn’t understand what Jesus had come to do and Jesus rebuked him saying ‘get behind me, Satan!’ and ‘you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men’ (33). The first rebuke is reminiscent of Jesus’ rebuttal of the devil in the desert while the second implies that in His opinion Peter was no different from the Jews in looking for an earthly, military deliverer. Jesus refused to deny His calling in stark contrast to Peter who was caught up with the things of men. It is possible for us to become caught up with the things of men and deny the calling that God has given us. We too are tempted to act like Peter and adopt a perspective of ‘live for today and live for self’. We can find ourselves reasoning that the cost is not worth paying.

· Jesus goes on to explain that we should deny ourselves, take up our cross and follow Him. Jesus is not using the idea of cross bearing to describe the experience of carrying some burden through life, but rather the idea of people going to execution. Cross bearing as a follower of Jesus means nothing less than giving one’s whole life over to following Him. If we clutch our life, we lose it because it isn’t life any longer. If however we acknowledge that life is not ours by right, that all is privilege, and that it is to be lived in self-giving love then we possess it wholly. What if we gain all the world’s riches but lose the inner freedom of loving and being loved by God. Failure to deny ourselves and take up our cross shows that we are ashamed of Jesus the example He has set us. We naturally tend to focus on what we get out of things and try to take the path of least resistance. Yet Jesus told the disciples to expect opposition, ‘if they persecuted me’ Jesus said ‘then they will persecute you also’ (John 15:18-20). We need to be willing and prepared to face persecution for Christ. 
What picture does the writer to the Hebrews paint of the Christian life? What distractions, hindrances and obstacles do we face in running this race? What is going to help us to make sure that we finish the race marked out for us? 

· The writer to the Hebrews says let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us (12:1-3). He likens the Christian life to a race in which there are many distractions. The writer says we should throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. It is true that in the Christian life there are many things that distract us and there are often obstacles that we have to tackle on the way. The test of true discipleship is whether we are willing to persevere and keep going in our faith even when it is not easy to do so. Our focus, perspective and priorities are crucial in ensuring that we keep going. 

· The writer suggests that in order that we do not grow weary and lose heart we need to fix our eyes on the Lord Jesus who endured opposition from sinful men. When we set our minds on Jesus we can keep going and complete the race. Jude says that Jesus is able to keep us from falling (Jude 24). Paul says he presses onwards to win the prize for which he has been called heavenwards (Philippians 3:13-14). True discipleship is to truly follow Jesus and keep on doing so! The example Jesus set us should motivate us to keep going. As the writer says in 10:23-25 we must ‘hold unswervingly to the hope we profess’. In his letter the writer urges the Hebrews to remain true to their faith and not fall back into Judaism. In these verses he exhorts them to help one another in running the race by continuing to meet and encouraging one another. 
How does Jesus describe the church in Laodicea? What does Jesus mean when he describes that church as lukewarm? What does it mean to be half-hearted in our faith? What does it mean to be wholehearted in our faith? 

· In Revelation 3:14-21 Jesus combines a fierce denunciation for complacency with a tender appeal for wholeheartedness. Jesus would prefer even a cold Christianity to the sort that he finds at Laodicea. Financiers, physicians, clothing manufacturers are among the most notable citizens but poor, blind and naked is the verdict on the church. It has failed to find in Christ the true source of wealth, splendour and vision. She claims to have everything and yet has nothing, Jesus basically tells that church that she made Him sick. The threat of total rejection if she will not repent is balanced by the promise of total reinstatement if she will. Christ alone can provide the riches (gold refined in the fire) and the robes and the ointment (real sight) and it is He that counsels them to accept His offer, He comes, He stands, He knocks and He calls. The question however is whether she will open the door and let Him in again. The only cure for lukewarmness is allowing Christ back into our lives and putting Him back in the place He deserves. 

“To be half hearted, complacent and only casually interested in the things of God is to prove oneself not a Christian at all 

and to be so distasteful to Christ as to be in danger of a vehement rejection.”

John Stott

Conclusion – We should feel challenged by this session for we are called to a true and genuine commitment. If we are to complete the race then we must have a godly perspective on life, we must be willing to obey, we must be willing to die to self and we must be committed to persevering in our faith in wholehearted commitment. 
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A cause to die for – Commitment
“He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.” (Jim Elliot)
Philippians 1:20-26 “I eagerly expect and hope that I will in no way be ashamed, but will have sufficient courage so that now as always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death. For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. If I am to go on living in the body, this will mean fruitful labour for me. Yet what shall I choose? I do not know! I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ, which is better by far; but it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body. Convinced of this, I know that I will remain, and I will continue with all of you for your progress and joy in the faith, so that through my being with you again your joy in Christ Jesus will overflow on account of me.”
Philippians 3:7-15 “But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christand be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ--the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead. Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. All of us who are mature should take such a view of things.”
John 12:20-28 “Now there were some Greeks among those who went up to worship at the Feast. They came to Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, with a request. ‘Sir,’ they said, ‘we would like to see Jesus.’ Philip went to tell Andrew; Andrew and Philip in turn told Jesus. Jesus replied, ‘The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds. The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be. My Father will honour the one who serves me. Now my heart is troubled, and what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this hour’? No, it was for this very reason I came to this hour. Father, glorify your name!’ ‘Then a voice came from heaven, ‘I have glorified it, and will glorify it again.’ ”

Mark 8:27-38 “Jesus and his disciples went on to the villages around Caesarea. On the way he asked them, ‘Who do people say I am?’ They replied, ‘Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, one of the prophets.’ ‘But what about you?’ he asked. ‘Who do you say I am?’ Peter answered, ‘You are the Christ.’ Jesus warned them not to tell anyone aboutHe then began to teach them that the Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and that he must be killed and after three days rise again. He spoke plainly about this, and Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him. But when Jesus turned and looked at his disciples, he rebuked Peter. ‘Get behind me, Satan!’ he said. ‘You do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men.’ Then he called the crowd to him along with his disciples and said: ‘If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me and for the gospel will save it. What good is it for a man to gain the whole world, yet forfeit his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul? If anyone is ashamed of me and my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of him when he comes in his Father's glory with the holy angels.’ ”

Luke 9:57-62 “As they were walking along the road, a man said to him, ‘I will follow you wherever you go.’ Jesus replied, ‘Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.’ He said to another man, ‘Follow me.’ But the man replied, ‘Lord, first let me go and bury my father.’ Jesus said to him, ‘Let the dead bury their own dead, but you go and proclaim the kingdom of God.’ Still another said, ‘I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say good-by to my family.’ Jesus replied, ‘No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.”
John 15:18-20 “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you. Remember the words I spoke to you: ‘No servant is greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also.”
Hebrews 12:1-3 “Since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us. Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.”

Hebrews 10:23-25 “Let us hold unswervingly to the hope we profess, for he who promised is faithful. And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds. Let us not give up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another--and all the more as you see the Day approaching.”
Revelation 3:14-22 “To the angel of the church in Laodicea write: These are the words of the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the ruler of God's creation. I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! So, because you are lukewarm--neither hot nor cold--I am about to spit you out of my mouth. You say, `I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.' But you do not realise that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see. Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest, and repent. Here I am! I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with him, and he with me. To him who overcomes, I will give the right to sit with me on my throne, just as I overcame and sat down with my Father on his throne. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”

“Discipleship has been transformed into a pursuit for self-fulfilment, a search for liberation from pain, a quest for prosperity and comfort. Where in our spirituality today are the hard things that the Bible says about suffering for Christ? Far from taking seriously our call as a suffering Church, our minds are full of triumphalistic dreams of a victorious Church, which can take the country by storm. We would do better to prepare ourselves for martyrdom. For the one thing a tolerant age cannot tolerate is a passionate commitment to absolute, ultimate faith.” (Practising faith in a pagan world, Roy Clements, IVP, p116-118)
“We may admire the dissident’s heroism, but it is a quality to which we no longer enthusiastically aspire. That is why it has been rightly observed that the death of western democracy is not likely to be assassination by anguish. It will be a slow extinction from apathy, indifference, and undernourishment. No human being dies a martyr’s death unless there is at the very core of his or her heart a passionate commitment which demands unconditional loyalty. In the absence of such commitment, moral heroism of any kind becomes impossible. No matter how fine our intellect, or how highly developed our artistic sensitivities, if we lack virtue in the old sense of the word, we lack strength, dignity and guts.” (Practising faith in a pagan world, Roy Clements, IVP, p116-118)

“If Jesus Christ be God, and died for me, then no sacrifice can be too great for me to make for him.” (CT Studd)
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