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I grew up going to the woods with my dad just about as often as we possibly could. When I was 10 years old, I took the Hunter’s Education class through 4-H, and then we added hunting to the list of things we did together. 

We always went hunting on one of our friend’s property in Brown County that is right in the middle of the State Forest down there. It’s a wonderful place to go, but it was always hard to get down there because it was so far away. So as much as we both liked to hunt, we only ever went deer hunting opening day of deer season. It’s a great place to go, but on opening day with all the pressure from people hunting in the State forest, the deer were pretty scarce.

I love to go hunting, but I’ve never really been very committed to it. I did all the right things while I was out in the woods, or at least I think I did. But even though I was doing all the right things, I was still only in the woods one day a year. It’s really no surprise I’ve never shot a deer. I was following all the rules, doing what I was supposed to, but my commitment was lacking, I wasn’t very engaged in hunting, so I wasn’t very successful.

Last week we looked at what it means to be a follower of Jesus. We looked at what it means to obey and to imitate Jesus in the things he does and the things he tells us to do. Here’s my question for you today. Do you think you can be obeying and imitating and still not be connected to Jesus the way you need to be? Can we obey all the rules and still not be growing as a disciple of Jesus?

I think the answer is yes, and here’s why. 
Matthew 19:16–22 ESV — 16 And behold, a man came up to him, saying, “Teacher, what good deed must I do to have eternal life?” 17 And he said to him, “Why do you ask me about what is good? There is only one who is good. If you would enter life, keep the commandments.” 18 He said to him, “Which ones?” And Jesus said, “You shall not murder, You shall not commit adultery, You shall not steal, You shall not bear false witness, 19 Honor your father and mother, and, You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 20 The young man said to him, “All these I have kept. What do I still lack?” 21 Jesus said to him, “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you possess and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.” 22 When the young man heard this he went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions. 

This lesson of this story is one we often hear about when we talk about money or being willing to give everything we have to God. I think there’s another lesson we can learn here as well. This man was a rule follower. He claims to have kept all the commandments of Scripture from the time of his youth, and Jesus didn’t challenge him on that. He was a good Jewish man who was apparently successful and in some leadership role as well. This is a guy that most would hold up as a model of how we should live. Yet Jesus told him that he was still lacking. Why?

This man’s one hang-up is that he valued his possessions more than he valued his faith in Jesus. He came to Jesus looking for the way to eternal life. He thought his rule following is what would get him there. He went away sad and sorrowful because he couldn’t put Jesus before all of his stuff.

I think we often go through this same thing today, even if it looks a little different in our lives. I think one of this man’s primary problems is that he was comfortable. He wanted to follow Jesus without having to change the way he lived. He wanted to follow Jesus without interrupting the things he did that he enjoyed. As soon as he learned that he might actually have to give something up to follow Jesus, he wasn’t prepared to do it.

I think a lot of us are the same way today. We’re happy to follow after Jesus if it means we can come to church once a week and call it good. We try to follow what Jesus tells us to do. We try to live like he asks us to live. We try to make it to church when we can, but if something else comes along that’s more important to us or more interesting, then we might have to miss every once in a while.

I think that’s where we are a lot like the rich young ruler that Jesus met. He went away sorrowful because he realized that following Jesus was going to take a lot more than he wanted to give. A lot of folks today are the same way. We’re willing follow Jesus as long as it’s not going to take more than we want to give. We’re willing to follow Jesus as long as we’re comfortable. There are certain things that we aren’t willing to give up, certain things that we aren’t willing to set aside to follow Jesus. Certain things that we won’t do if it comes down to being engaged in following Jesus or being comfortable with what we already know.

The problem that I think we face is that we’re often content to just be passive in following Jesus. Francis Chan talks about this a lot in his book Letters to the Church. He talks about how frustrated he was when thousands of people would come to hear him speak at Cornerstone Community Church and just sit and listen without ever doing anything themselves.

We aren’t called to be passive followers of Jesus. We aren’t called just to let our faith be one part of our lives among everything else that calls for our attention. Being a disciple of Jesus means that we have to let our faith affect every part of who we are. We can’t just be passive participants and rest on our laurels. We have to be actively seeking after him, actively learning, actively growing in our faith if we want to be true disciples of Jesus.

Being a disciple of Jesus means we have to be actively engaged in following after him. We have to be engaged in learning, growing in our faith, and being a part of the church. So, what I’d like to do today is look at five ways in which we have to be engaged if we want to continue growing as disciples of Jesus. This is not an exhaustive list, but these five are crucial.

First, a disciple of Jesus has to be a continual student of God. I don’t just mean students of the Bible. We’ll talk about that in a moment as well, but that’s a separate issue. I mean be students of God himself. In order to have a relationship with someone else, you first have to know them. You have to know as much as you can about them and continue learning about them as you grow closer.

I think I first heard this concept from Mark Merrill, the founder and president of Family First. He talked about the importance of being a student of your spouse. This is not just about being able to name their favorite color or favorite food. The idea is not to win an episode of the Newlywed Game. The point is to continue to study your spouse, continue to learn what makes them feel loved, and continue to work on communicating more effectively with them. 

Being a student of your spouse means having a genuine interest in knowing the intimate details of each other and keeping your knowledge up to date. It means asking questions about your spouse’s interests, thoughts, and feelings and responding accordingly in how you treat them and interact with them. It means actively looking for ways to deepen the relationship and learn what makes the other person feel loved and keep doing those things so that you know when something changes.

I know that for Beth and I things have changed as our family has changed. Beth used to be a quality time person almost exclusively. That meant if I wanted to show her I loved her, the best way I could do that was to spend quality time with her, talking with her, taking her on dates, and focusing all my attention on her. Four kids later, she’s still a quality time person, but I can also show her love by doing acts of service for her, cleaning the kitchen, or taking care of the kids and letting her have some time to herself.

Being a student of God is much the same. The goal is not just to have knowledge about God, but to actually know God. To have an intimate relationship with him. One of the characteristics of God is that he is immutable, which means his character never changes, so we’re not aiming at a moving target like we might be with people. But there is far more about God to learn than any of us will ever learn in this lifetime.

The point of being a student of God is to have that intimate relationship that is ever deepening. It means learning what pleases God and make sure we live accordingly. It means learning to communicate with God more effectively. Building a relationship with God is very much like building a relationship with other people, only with God we are known on a deeper level than any human could ever achieve since we are learning to love the one who created us. The point of this relationship is for us to get to know God.

Sometimes people get turned off by the idea of studying God, or even studying their spouse, because it seems dry and clinical. This is how Joshua Harris put it, “I know the idea of studying God often rubs people the wrong way. It sounds cold and theoretical, as if God were a frog carcass to dissect in the lab, or a set of ideas that we memorize like math proofs. But studying God doesn’t have to be like that. You can study him the way you study a sunset that leaves you speechless. You can study him the way a man studies the wife he passionately loves. Does anyone fault him for noting her every like and dislike? Is it clinical for him to desire to know the thoughts and longings of her heart or to want to hear her speak?”

This longing and desire to get to know God is not a cold and clinical thing. This is not the same thing as studying a textbook. This is about building that intimate knowledge and relationship with someone else. This is about the passion and intimacy that you have in those relationships and the deep, abiding love you have for one another. That’s true of our spouses and it’s true of God. So, become a student of God and continue to grow in your knowledge of him and your love for him.

One of the ways we can do that is through being engaged in studying Scripture. This is just one aspect of being a student of God, but it’s a crucial one. Scripture is the primary way that we learn about God. That’s what all our theology, all of our thinking about God, is based on. It’s the way we learn about what God expects of us, how we learn to relate to him, how we learn to deal with the problems and trials that come our way, and how we learn to love God more.

The Bible is not just some ancient book that was written centuries ago. Our culture has this idea that the Bible is the same as all the other ancient literature we have like the ancient Greek philosophers or stories like the Odyssey, the Iliad, or Beowulf. People tend to pick and choose what they like and discard the rest. 

What they miss is that the Bible is so much more than that. Paul tells us that all of Scripture is breathed out by God and is useful in our lives today. Hebrews 4:12 ESV — 12 For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart. 

This is not some dead, old, dusty book that has no relevance to our lives today. The Bible is a book that we live by because it is living and active. It is more powerful than the weapons of war. James tells us that Scripture is like a mirror, to show us what we’re really like in relation to God’s standards. Scripture shows us what we need to work on, what we need to change, how we need to alter how we live so that we can follow him more closely.

Scripture is not only the primary way that we learn about God. Because it is living and active, Scripture is also the primary way that God speaks to us. You can’t get any more relevant than God using his word to actively speak to the things you are dealing with in your life. If we’re listening and studying, we’ll find that God speaks clearly and regularly to us through the pages of the Bible.

The way we get to know Scripture and engage in Scripture is to study it. Not just read it or skim through it or complete a Bible reading plan on the Bible app every now and then, but really, truly study Scripture. That might sound scary or it might sound boring to you. But when we study the living and active word of God, God can use it to change our lives and our hearts.

Sometimes it’s hard to study scripture on your own. It’s hard to take the time out to really dig into it, and you may not even know what to do to study Scripture. Part of the job of ministers like Rod and I is to teach and equip you to be able to study Scripture yourself. If that’s something you’re struggling with or want to learn about, you can always come to talk to us and we would be glad to help you. 

You can also overcome that by being a part of a Bible study where a group comes together and studies together. Studying Scripture with other people brings out ideas and perspectives that you might never see on your own. That can be one of the most helpful experiences in your study of Scripture.

One of the requirements of a leader in Scripture is someone who is able to teach and accurately handle Scripture. Titus 1:9 ESV — 9 He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it. 
In his letters to Timothy, Paul tells him twice that leaders need to be able to teach. Now that doesn’t mean they are necessarily preparing a 3-point sermon and preaching every week. Paul tells him this as well.2 Timothy 2:15 ESV — 15 Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker who has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth. 

The key is to be able to rightly handle the word of truth. That means as Paul said to be able to use Scripture to point out contradictions, to make sure what is being taught is truly in line with Scriptures, to be able to handle situations biblically as they come up in your life and the life of those around you.

This is exactly why we ask that all of our elders be involved in a regular Bible study. When we consider those who are nominated when it’s time to appoint new leaders, we make sure that they are actively engaged in studying Scripture before we go any further. That’s how important this is. Being engaged as a disciple of Jesus means also being engaged in Scripture. You don’t need to have a Seminary degree to study Scripture well, you just need to be willing to learn and willing to be engaged.

A disciple of Jesus also has to be engaged in prayer. Prayer is the way we stay connected to God. It’s how we communicate to God, how we tell him what we need, how we tell him how we feel. Prayer is a two-way conversation between us and God. Because our goal in being disciples of Jesus is to be connected to him in an intimate and ever-growing relationship, we have to have that kind of communication with him.

Think about a relationship between a husband and wife. What would happen if you never talked to one another? What would happen if you lived in the same house, you ate your meals together, you watched TV together, but you never spoke to each other at all? You wouldn’t be spouses, you would be roommates. Living in the same space, but with no relationship to bond you together.

Relationships require communication to function. Part of knowing another person and learning who they are is communicating well. That’s how you build a relationship with someone else. 

Most conflicts happen because of a lack of communication. If you are ever in conflict with someone else, your first step should be to improve your communication. If you’re trying to build your relationship with someone else, improve your communication. If you’re trying to make your marriage better and stronger, improve your communication. 

The same is true of our relationship with God. If we want to make our relationship with God better and stronger, the first step is to improve our communication with him. That means learning to be engaged in prayer. In his book about Prayer, Richard Foster says, “…prayer is nothing more than an ongoing and growing love relationship with God the Father.” That’s what we are doing when we pray. Nurturing and growing that loving relationship with God.

We can bring whatever we have to God, no matter what the emotions are that we’re dealing with. In a true, intimate relationship with another person, we don’t hide who we are or what we’re feeling. That’s not conducive to building an intimate relationship with another person.

Foster says, “We should feel perfectly free to complain to God, or argue with God, or yell at God. …God is perfectly capable of handling our anger and frustration and disappointment. C. S. Lewis counsels us to ‘lay before Him what is in us, not what ought to be in us.’ We must never believe the lie that says that the details of our lives are not the proper content of prayer.”

If you struggle with this idea of letting all your emotions out before God, just read through the Psalms. There are psalms of joy, psalms of lament, psalms of celebration. There are even psalms where the writer is asking God how could you let this happen to me, where were you when these awful things happened to me, when will you ever put things right again?

A true and honest conversation with God means that we don’t try to hide our emotions from the God who already knows everything about us. It means we talk to him openly and honestly about what’s going on in our lives whether we are having a great day, or whether it seems like our world is crashing down on us. If we want to have an intimate relationship with God, we have to be actively engaged in prayer.

Prayer is one part of what we call the spiritual disciplines. The spiritual disciplines are things like reading scripture, prayer, fasting, study, service, and worship, just to name a few. Spiritual disciplines are actions that we take that adjust our posture before God. They help us place ourselves before God and we begin to see who we are before him.

The disciplines are things that help us become more like Jesus in the way that we think, act, speak, and live. They help put us into a posture to allow the Holy Spirit to do his work of cultivating the fruit of the Spirit in our lives. So, these things are pretty essential to being disciples of Jesus. A disciple of Jesus has to be engaged in practicing the spiritual disciplines. We aren’t going to go too in depth talking about the disciplines today because we’re going to talk about those later in the year.

Finally, if we want to be growing as disciples of Jesus, we have to be engaged in the Body of Christ, the church. It is so important for disciples of Jesus to be plugged into and engaged in a church where they can be built up and encouraged by other believers, and where they can do the same for others.

One of the funny things about being a minister is how people immediately try to relate to you in some way once they find out what you do for a living. I had a coworker at a seed company that did that all the time. Whenever my classes at Lincoln came up or we talked about my future plans to go into ministry, he would always talk about his aunt, who was the one person he knew that consistently went to church. He had no idea what kind of church she attended, but he knew that she was a Christian. The poor guy had no clue what he was talking about.

Often times when people find out I’m a minister, they try to justify their lack of attendance at church as if all ministers keep track of the church attendance record for everyone they meet. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve heard someone say that they believe in Jesus, but they really don’t think they need to go to church to have faith in him. They don’t think it’s important to be a part of a church to follow Jesus. The author of Hebrews says otherwise.

Hebrews 10:24–25 ESV — 24 And let us consider how to stir up one another to love and good works, 25 not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near.

We all need to be encouraged and built up, and we all need to do that for others. Everyone has something to offer in the life of the church to build up and encourage others. If you doubt that, just listen to what Paul has to say

1 Corinthians 12:4–7 ESV — 4 Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; 5 and there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; 6 and there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who empowers them all in everyone. 7 To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common good. 
1 Corinthians 14:12 ESV — 12 So with yourselves, since you are eager for manifestations of the Spirit, strive to excel in building up the church. 

The word Paul uses there for each is a word that means every single one. God empowers the gifts of the Holy Spirit in every single believer in Jesus Christ so that we can all work to build up and encourage others in the church. Every single believer has something to offer to the church, and if even one person is not actively engaged in building up and encouraging, then something is missing in the church.

Being a part of the body of Christ is an essential part of growing as a disciple of Jesus. It’s in the community that we experience within the church that we are encouraged and built up. It’s also where we learn to follow Jesus by imitating others who have done this far longer than we have. It’s where we form the relationships with more mature disciples so we can be mentored by them, and with less mature disciples so they can be mentored by us. The church is our support system as disciples of Jesus, and we help provide that support to others as we grow ourselves. That’s all a part of being engaged in the body of Christ.

I started off today talking about how I wasn’t overly committed to hunting, so I haven’t been very successful. Not only have I not been a very successful hunter, but I also haven’t been deer hunting in about six years. My question for you is this: if I haven’t actively been engaged in hunting in the last six years, can I really call myself a hunter anymore?

I think the same thing is true with following Jesus. You might not be very successful at it if you aren’t very committed to being a disciple of Jesus. But there comes a point in time where if you aren’t currently engaged in following after Jesus, if you haven’t been engaged in following Jesus for a long time, can you really call yourself his disciple anymore? God forbid we one day get to the point where we realize we can no longer honestly call ourselves a disciple of Jesus.

Being engaged as a disciple is all about being committed to actively pursuing a deeper relationship with Jesus. It means doing more than just coming to church once a week. It means doing the things that help you get closer to Jesus on a continual basis. It’s all about building that intimate, ever-growing, ever-deepening relationship with Jesus. That’s what discipleship is all about.






