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The first job I ever had was to mow lawns.  From about fifth grade through high school I had six or seven lawns in our neighborhood in the suburbs of Minneapolis that I was paid to mow and keep up.  Most of the lawns in our neighborhood were fairly large, roughly from a third of an acre to half an acre, so they were pretty big jobs for me, especially when I first started out.  But even in fifth grade I knew exactly what was involved in taking care of a lawn.  I knew how to use and take care of a lawn mower. I knew how to edge a lawn.  I knew how to control weeds.  I knew how to trim a tree.  And I knew all of that even though I never took a class and never read a book on lawn care.  

So how did I know what to do?  You can guess the answer to that – my Dad taught me.  My two older brothers never showed much interest in taking care of our yard, but from the time I first was allowed to go outside by myself I would follow my Dad around as he did his chores and watched what he did.  To begin with I would just sit on the back steps and watch everything Dad did in the yard, and then I would tag along behind him, and then I would start to pester him with questions about what he was doing, and then I was begging him to let me do it.  For some time Dad wouldn’t let me do the lawn not because I couldn’t do it, but because he knew I couldn’t do it as well as he could.  But eventually he gave in and let me take a turn.  My lines weren’t as straight as his, and my edges weren’t as clean as his, so Dad would stop me and show me how to do things correctly and tell me to go out and do it again.  And in time I was able to take care of our yard as well as my Dad and faster than my Dad, so he started to pay me to do it.  And when our neighbors noticed my work, they asked me to do their lawns too.  As I look back I realize that my Dad literally took a few years to teach me to take care of a lawn.  It would be fair to say that my Dad discipled me in the art of lawn care.

In some of his last words to his followers, Jesus gave us the most important job we’ll ever have.  Our job, our Lord said, is to make disciples.  Here, according to Matthew’s Gospel, are the last words of Jesus to his disciples before he ascended into heaven, in what Bible students have come to call the “Great Commission”: “All authority in heaven and 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)  In the original Greek text that word “go” is actually a participle; in other words, the literal translation of that phrase is this: “While you are going, make disciples.”  In other words Jesus wasn’t telling his disciples, “Go somewhere else and make disciples over there.”  Rather he was telling them, “While you go, while you are living your life, your job is to make disciples.”

Let me remind you of what our mission is as a church.  Cornerstone’s mission statement is to “help genuine doubters become true disciples.”  You see that on our wall in the lobby, you see it in our weekly program and you see it on our website.  And obviously we didn’t just pull that mission statement out of thin air; it comes from the Great Commission.  Jesus – who we’ve reminded ourselves in this series is “the way and the truth and the life” – commissioned each of us who follow him to go and make disciples.  In other words, making disciples isn’t an option if we’re one of his followers.  It is our job, it is our calling, it is our responsibility.

And by the way, Jesus didn’t just commission those who have been his followers for years and years to make disciples.  It’s something he called every one of us from day one.  Do you remember how Jesus recruited his first disciples?  Here’s the account in Mark 1:  “As Jesus walked beside the Sea of Galilee, he saw Simon and his brother Andrew casting a net into the lake, for they were fishermen.  ‘Come, follow me,’ Jesus said, ‘and I will send you out to fish for people.’  At once they left their nets and followed him.” (Mark 1:16-18)  Jesus made it clear from the very beginning that becoming one of his followers was not a spectator sport.  The call to follow Jesus is a call to fish for people; it’s a call to recruit more followers.
If you’ve ever been at the shopping mall across the street you’ve probably noticed that there’s an office with some military personnel in it.  Have you ever noticed what those individuals are called?  They’re called recruiters.  That’s their job, to recruit young men and women to serve in the military.  I’ve often wondered how effective that is.  It’s always seemed to me that if they were really going to effectively recruit people to join the military, they would go out and talk to people at the local gyms or community colleges instead of just sitting there waiting for someone to come to them.  

But it’s also occurred to me that the church pretty much does the same thing; our method of recruiting is equally passive.  We have an office, and we figure that if someone wants to be recruited they’ll come to our office at our convenience and talk to one of our professionals about how to join the cause.   But that’s not the way Jesus set it up.  He commissioned us – every one of us who follow him – to go out from this place and while we’re going to recruit more followers, to persuade the people who matter to us that following Jesus is the best way to live and the only way to die.

 Now we call that part of the disciple-making process “evangelism,” and quite honestly the thought of being an evangelist, the thought of going out and recruiting people to follow Jesus, scares many of us. But think about this for a minute.  Have you ever in your life tried to persuade someone of your point of view?  Ever tried to recruit someone?  Sure you have.  You saw a movie you really liked and you told your friends, “Hey, I really loved this movie; you should go see it.”  Or you tried out a new restaurant that you thought was terrific, and the next day you told your friends, “You’ve got to try this restaurant – it’s fantastic.”  Ever try to persuade someone to go on a date with you, or maybe even to marry you?  Of course you have.  Parents, did you ever try to coax your kids to eat their vegetables, or to try something else that you knew was good for them?  Look, we all do this, and we do it more than we think.  But for some reason when it comes to the most important relationship in our lives – our relationship with Jesus – and when it comes to our strongest convictions, we get tongue-tied and tentative.
Now I know that in our hearts we all want to be able to do this.  We understand that this is what Jesus has commissioned us to do, and we would love to be able to share our faith with our friends with confidence and competence.  But we don’t know how.  But I think we can help you.  I’m going to ask Vince to share with us an idea he’s shared with our Elder Board to help all of us to learn how to fish for people, just as Jesus has called us to do: 
Vince
But that’s not all there is to the Great Commission.  Not only are we supposed to help genuine doubters move from doubt to faith; we have also been commissioned to help believers move from spiritual birth to spiritual maturity.  The goal is not to get someone to simply make a decision for Jesus; the goal is to help someone become a disciple of Jesus.  

Think of it like this.  After Brenda and I had been married for a few years, we decided we wanted to have children.  It turned out not to be as easy as we thought it would be.  Some of you just had to look at each other a certain way to get pregnant, but it wasn’t quite that way for us.  There were lots of doctor appointments and tests and reading of books and keeping charts and many, many prayers.  But finally, by the grace of God, it happened.  Then there was the pregnancy, which brought its own challenges.  I will always remember the time I was out in back mowing the lawn and Brenda was yelling to get my attention because she was very pregnant and very stuck in the recliner.  I remember that with much more fondness than Brenda does, by the way.  I also remember our first child’s birth a little differently.  I didn’t think it was all that hard.  Brenda seems to recall it being somewhat difficult.  But we both remember it being tremendously exciting.  If you’re a parent, I’m sure you will agree that watching your child be born into this world is one of the high points in your life.

Now we had tried to have a baby for four years before it finally happened.  And then there were the nine long months of pregnancy.  But let me ask you this – did our job end when Brenda gave birth to Stephanie and Ryan and Kelsey?  Of course not.  Once Brenda recovered from the delivery, we didn’t say, “OK, we’re done.  That was pretty exciting, but now it’s time to go back to life as normal.”  We didn’t drop our kids off at the hospital nursery and say, “Best of luck, kid! Hope life goes well for you!”  Getting that child into this world was just the beginning of what it means to be a parent.  Our job didn’t end at the hospital; it was just starting.

Jesus did not give us the job of getting people to make a decision to become a Christian.  Jesus commissioned us to make disciples.  In John 3 Jesus told a man named Nicodemus that in order to have eternal life he had to be “born again.”  And for that reason we use that imagery in taking about what it means to become a Christian – a Christian is someone who has been “born again,” someone who has been born spiritually.  But it would be irresponsible to help someone become born spiritually and then to abandon them.  A true disciple is a person who makes disciples.  A true disciple is someone who helps other people grow up in the Christian faith. 
Who Am I Supposed To Disciple?
In the last few minutes this morning I want to briefly answer two practical questions: (1) Who am I supposed to disciple? and (2) How am I supposed to disciple?  So let’s start with that first question – if my most important job is to make disciples, if Jesus has commissioned me to make disciples, then who am I supposed to disciple?

First of all, if you’re a parent, your job isn’t just to teach your kids how to tie their shoes and recite their multiplication tables.  You have been commissioned to disciple your children.  In Deuteronomy we read this: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength. These commandments that I give you today are to be upon your hearts.  Impress them on your children. Talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up.” (Deuteronomy 6:4-7)  It’s not the church’s job to disciple your kids, although one part of the discipleship process is to get your kids engaged with all the church has to offer, from Kingdom Kids to youth group to camp and to worship.  That’s part of it, but that’s not all of it.  God very clearly gave you as the parent the job of discipling your own children.  It’s our responsibility as parents to impress God’s truth on the hearts of our kids.  It’s our job to teach them God’s truth when we sit at home and when we’re driving them to soccer practice and when we’re putting them to bed and when we’re waking them up for school.  

Now I understand that not all of our kids are going to grow up to be fully devoted followers of Jesus.  Just like you had to decide for yourself that you were going to follow Jesus, your kids have to make that decision for themselves.  But that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t use every means possible to teach them the truth about who God is and what’s right and wrong and who Jesus is and why we believe Jesus rose from the dead.  

Look again at Deuteronomy 6; notice what God doesn’t say.  God doesn’t say, “If your children decide that they want to obey my commandments, then go ahead and teach them my commandments.”  God says, “Impress my laws on the hearts of your kids.  Talk about them with your kids all day long.”  

A lot of parents have told me over the years that they don’t want to force their religion on their kids.  They got dragged to church as kids and hated it, and they don’t want to do the same thing to their kids.  They want their kids to be able to decide for themselves what to believe.  I understand that, but I disagree.  It is absolutely true that our kids have to decide for themselves whether or not to be followers of Jesus.  But when I am convinced that something is true, I’m going to teach my kids that it’s true.  If I really believe that Jesus is the way, the truth and the life and that the only way to God and to heaven is through Jesus, then I am going to do everything I can to teach that truth to my kids.  This isn’t like trying to convince my kids that Arby’s is the best restaurant in the world.  I happen to think that’s true, but that’s obviously a matter of personal preference – it’s true for me, but it doesn’t happen to be true for my kids or my wife or most other people.  But it’s different when we’re talking about Jesus being the way, the truth and the life.  That’s either true for everyone or it’s true for no one.  That’s not a matter of personal preference.  And so from the day our three kids were born it was our responsibility to teach them the truth about God and Jesus and the Bible. It was our job to do our best to make disciples of our kids.

Second, as well as discipling our own kids, we have a responsibility to disciple those people we’ve helped come to faith in Jesus.  Sometime in your life, if you continue to pray for people and to talk to people about what Jesus has done in your life, someone you know and love is going to say “yes” to Jesus.  Maybe it hasn’t happened yet, but if you continue to pray and to be obedient and to be open with people about what God is doing in your life, I promise you that it will, and it will be very exciting.  But your job won’t be done when they cross the line of faith and are born again – that’s just the beginning.  They’re going to need you to teach them some basic things about walking with God, like how to pray, how to read the Bible, where to get a Bible and which one to get, how to find a church, what it means to worship, and on and on.  

And third, we have a responsibility to disciple each other and to be discipled by each other.  Now I know that sounds like an awfully large and imprecise category, but hear me out.  Here’s what the Bible tells us: “Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God.” (Colossians 3:16)  Who are we supposed to teach and admonish?  Each other.  I’m supposed to teach you what I know about following Jesus, and you’re supposed to teach me what you know about following Jesus.  

How Am I Supposed To Disciple?

Now let me explain that a bit by addressing the second question – how am I supposed to disciple?  The most important tool in discipling someone is time.  When my Dad discipled me in lawn care, he didn’t give me a manual, tell me to read it, and have me take a test on what I read. That’s not how I learned to use and take care of a lawn mower.  I learned by spending time with my Dad.  I sat and watched him.  I asked him questions.  I followed his example.  Then, when I took a turn, Dad watched me and corrected me and encouraged me (and best of all, he eventually paid me).  

Here’s what we tend to do when someone becomes a Christian.  We hand them a Bible, and tell them to go read it.  Did that happen to any of you?  Let me ask you – did you have any idea where you were supposed to start reading?  If you started at the beginning of the New Testament in Matthew 1, you probably stopped in Matthew 1.  Matthew 1 is mostly a list of names.  Now Matthew 1 actually has a lot to teach us, but you aren’t going to have a clue about what’s important in Matthew 1 unless someone takes the time to explain it to you, unless someone shows you how to read the Bible for all it’s worth.  The truth is that we all need other people to help disciple us in reading the Bible, and that means we need to spend time with people doing that.

Or here’s something else we tell a new Christian – we tell them they need to pray.  Has this ever happened to you – you’ve been in a small group, and it’s time to close so you pick someone to close the group in prayer.  And the person looks at you like you just asked them to build a nuclear reactor.  They may have been a Christian for awhile, but they have no idea how to pray – especially how to pray out loud – because no one has taught them how to pray.  So we tell them, “It’s easy … you just talk to God.”  And they’re thinking, “It’s easy for you, but it’s not easy for me.”

My challenge to each of us today is to become disciple-makers; that’s what Jesus has commissioned us to do.  But it is also our responsibility to be discipled.  Every one of us, myself included, needs to take the initiative to make connections with people who can help us grow in our walk with God.  There are certain things that I know a lot about when it comes to walking with God.  I know a lot about how to study the Bible.  But here’s what I’ve discovered.  I’ve discovered that I can always learn more, that there are people in our church as well as in the larger Body of Christ who can teach me things from the Bible that I’ve never understood.  And I’ve also discovered that there are many of you who can teach me a great deal about all sorts of aspects of the Christian life that I’m not as good at.  So what I need to do is take responsibility for being discipled.  Now you don’t necessarily have to put it like that.  I don’t have to go up to Vince and say, “Vince, will you disciple me in evangelism.”  But maybe I can say, “Hey Vince, can I hang out with you and your friends and watch how you share your faith?”  

Think of it like this – if all Vince were to do is to tell me that I should share my faith with my friends, I would never really learn how to do it for myself.  The only way I learned to do that and the only way any of us will learn to do that is if someone shows us how it’s done, just like my Dad showed me how to mow a lawn.  So here’s my challenge – those of you who know how to do something well in your walk with God, we need you to teach those of us who don’t know how to do those things.  We need the prayer team to teach us how to pray more effectively.  We need our Faith in Action folks to teach us how to get involved in our community.  We need those of you who have spent a lot of time learning the answers to the tough questions about our faith to teach us how to answer people’s questions about God.  

Or here’s something – we need some of you who are good at this to teach us how to invite people to church.  For some of you it’s second nature to invite your friends to church, but some of us are scared to death to do that.  We need you to show us.  So invite us along with you sometime.  Or take us to lunch and talk with us about how we can invite our friends.  And this works both ways.  Those of us who need to learn how to do some of these things, let’s take the responsibility for asking someone to show us how to do it.  Find someone on our prayer team – like Denise or Sharon or Shelley or Krissy – and ask them if they would spend some time praying with you to help you learn how to pray.  Or maybe there’s someone in your small group who week after week is sharing a story of someone they met and who they shared their faith with; grab them after the group and say, “Hey, would you mind it if I hung out with you at the store or at lunch and watched how you so naturally share your faith with people?”  

This whole thing about being a true disciple – folks, we’re not going to learn this out of a book, and we’re not going to learn it in a ten-week class.  We’re going to learn how to be a true disciple from each other.  We need to be willing to be discipled by each other, and we need to be willing to disciple each other.  After all, Jesus said it’s our most important job – as we go about our lives, our job is to make disciples.  And here’s my last thought – our job as disciple-makers is not done until the person we are discipling is discipling someone else.  Paul said it like this to his protégé Timothy: “You then, my son, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus. And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others.” (2 Timothy 2:1-2)  Just like my grandfather taught my Dad to drive who taught me to drive and I taught my son to drive, so we who have learned to follow Jesus are to teach others to follow Jesus who will teach others who will teach others.  It’s our most important job in life, the job of making disciples.  It is what Jesus has commissioned every one of us to do.  And it’s a job we can do as long as we live.  I plan to do just that, and I pray you will too.
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