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To the various members of the team who have worked with me in Christian missions and festivals throughout the world, who have shared with me, encouraged me, been patient with me, and have shown me more of Christ.


Foreword

A jolly saint of the recent past (was it William Temple? I can’t be sure) confessed to praying, ‘God who made me simple, make me simpler yet.’ Surely the very thought of such a prayer will jangle nerves in the modern West, where middle-class respectability, worldly wisdom and – let us say it straight out – spinelessness have muddled up and so watered down our Christianity. But in the King James Version of 2 Cor. 11:3 simplicity appears as a virtue, to be jealously guarded. ‘I fear,’ writes Paul, ‘lest … your minds should be corrupted from the simplicity that is in Christ.’

From Conybeare’s rendering of the Greek word as ‘single-minded faithfulness’, Goodspeed’s as ‘single-hearted fidelity’, and the Jerusalem Bible’s as ‘simple devotion’, we can see what sort of thing Christian simplicity is – not naivety or dim wittedness, but sincerity and straight forwardness in facing the moral and spiritual demands of being Christ’s person. Sin in our hearts, by making us complicated and devious, foments spiritual apathy and moral dishonesty; and sophistication in our culture, by relativising values and encouraging detachment as a mental attitude, reinforces both. God’s grace, however – by which I really mean our Lord Jesus Christ, who is grace incarnate – reverses the process, making us increasingly honest, straightforward and childlike in our life with God: in other words, simple in the sense defined above.

Study of Scripture is the highway to this supernatural simplicity. Psalm 19:7 celebrates the Word of God as ‘sure, making wise the simple’ (i.e. those who lack wisdom) – but God’s gift of wisdom from the Word, while banishing that kind of simplicity, leads us ever deeper into the sort of simplicity that I am speaking of now. The rule is, the wiser the simpler. Simplicity was seen supremely in Jesus, and is a mark of stature in his followers. If ever you have met a genuinely holy person, you know that already.

David Watson’s writings seem to me to be shining examples of this kind of simplicity. They are transparently clear, and ruthlessly straightforward in facing up to the Bible’s often upsetting and bewildering practical challenges. David Watson takes God at his word! So you will find breathtaking, block-busting, Bible-based simplicity on every page of this book.

He writes out of wide experience of ministry and leadership in the world of charismatic renewal, and his vision of discipleship reflects what is central in that movement. No bad thing! – for charismatic emphases have proved infinitely enriching and animating to literally millions in our time. He knows what is going on around him, and every chapter here focuses on needle issues in following Christ today. The years during which he was God’s instrument of new life in the once dying Anglican parish of St Michael-le-Belfrey, York, made him one of the best-known clergymen in England, as well as widely known elsewhere, and it is tested insights from a very fruitful ministry that he dispenses in these pages. You do not have to agree with every single statement to appreciate the authority and power of his vision of life in Christ, and to be made most uncomfortable as the searchlight of Watsonian simplicity swings your way.

I am not surprised that David Watson by his own confession found the book hard to write; vivid searching books often are, and I can well believe that the devil did not want this one written, and tried all he could to stop it. But I am glad and grateful that David persevered till it was done. Now we may all get the benefit.

This is an important book. Who should read it? Anyone who wants to know what the charismatic lifestyle is at its best, and (more important) anyone who wants to be a simple follower of Jesus Christ. But be prepared to discover that you are being courteously dynamited! You have been warned.

James I. Packer
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Introduction

It is a widely held opinion that the battle of the ’80s will be between Marxism, Islam and Third World Christianity. Western Christianity is considered too weak and ineffective to contribute anything significant to this universal struggle. Certainly the contest will be severe.

The ruthless determination of Marxism has been proved, sometimes in horrifying proportions, ever since 1917. In a speech to an audience of American Trade Unionists in 1975, Alexander Solzhenitsyn said, ‘During the 80 years before the revolution … about 17 persons a year were executed. In 1918 and 1919 the Cheka executed, without trial, more than a thousand persons a month … At the height of Stalin’s terror in 1937–38, if we divide the number of persons executed by the number of months, we get more than 40,000 persons shot per month.’ Stalin became the greatest mass murderer in human history. The militant fanaticism of Islam has likewise been demonstrated in many Muslim countries in the world. Any convert from Islam to Christianity stands in danger of his life, even from his own family.

Numerically, Christianity is still the strongest religion of all. In a world population approaching 4,000 million, approximately one-quarter of that number profess to be Christians. In terms of its message, there is no greater good news to be found anywhere than in the gospel of Jesus Christ. Who else, in the history of the world, can answer the deepest cries of the human heart? Everywhere we hear the cry for meaning in the meaningless muddle of our existence, the cry for love in a world that is rapidly falling apart, the cry for forgiveness in an age when peace of mind is rare, the cry for freedom when human misery and oppression abound on every side, the cry for hope amid the gathering gloom of the world – all summed up in the cry for God. The clear, resounding answer to every cry is Jesus Christ! Not only has he something highly relevant to say concerning all our deepest needs, but by his living presence amongst us, he has the power to change the very heart of man.

With such numerical strength, such a relevant message and so great a spiritual power, why then is the Christian church, especially in the West, so comparatively ineffective? The Centre for Study of World Evangelisation in Nairobi recently produced a computerised survey based on an exhaustive analysis of statistics from the world’s 223 countries, its 6,270 ethnolinguistic groups, its 50 major religions, and more than 9,000 Christian denominations (that last figure alone demands much sober thought when Jesus died to make us all one in him). According to the survey, during the year 1979 about 1,815,100 adult professing Christians in Europe abandoned the faith to become agnostics, atheists, or adherents of non-Christian religions or cults. North America also registered a decline of 950,000. All these were net figures, after conversions to Christianity had been noted. However, during the same period, churches in the Third World experienced phenomenal gains. In Africa the net gain was 6,152,800, or 16,600 each day. In South Asia the number evangelised was 34,813,000.1 Why is the church in the West in such sharp decline, compared with the church in the materially poverty-stricken countries of the world? Why is western Christianity too flabby to do anything much in the strenuous battle against Marxism and Islam?

Solzhenitsyn said on BBC Panorama in March 1976: ‘I wouldn’t be surprised at the sudden and imminent fall of the West … Nuclear war is not even necessary to the Soviet Union. You can be taken simply with bare hands.’

Why is that? It is because Christians in the West have largely neglected what it means to be a disciple of Christ. The vast majority of western Christians are church-members, pew-fillers, hymn-singers, sermon-tasters, Bible-readers, even born-again-believers or Spirit-filled-charismatics – but not true disciples of Jesus. If we were willing to learn the meaning of real discipleship and actually to become disciples, the church in the West would be transformed, and the resultant impact on society would be staggering.

This is no idle claim. It happened in the first century when a tiny handful of timid disciples began, in the power of the Spirit, the greatest spiritual revolution the world has ever known. Even the mighty Roman Empire yielded, within three centuries, to the power of the gospel of Christ. All the great revolutionary leaders have struggled with this intractable problem which lies at the centre of everything: the nature of man. Che Guevara once said, ‘If our revolution is not aimed at changing people, then I am not interested.’ Revolutions are aptly named: they revolve. They turn one lot of sinners out, and put another lot of sinners in. The trouble with virtually all forms of revolution is that they can change everything – except the human heart. And until that is changed, nothing is significantly different in the long run. However, by the inward power of the Spirit, Christ offers a revolution of love that can transform the innermost nature and desires of every single one of us.

Something of the impact of Christ’s revolution can be clearly seen on many occasions in the history of the Christian church right up to the present day – but always, in human terms, when Christians were willing to pay the price of costly discipleship. This is why Third World Christianity is comparatively so vibrant. There may be political and sociological factors at work as well, but it is often in these materially impoverished areas that we have to look today to see the clearest living examples of New Testament discipleship.

The future prospects of the affluent West are now so serious that the Christian church cannot afford to ignore the plan that Jesus chose for the renewal of society. He came with no political manifesto. He rejected all thoughts of violence. He shunned all positions of influence in public life. His plan, which was to change the history of the world in a way that has never been equalled, was astonishingly simple. He drew around him a small band of dedicated disciples. For the best part of three years he lived with them, shared with them, cared for them, taught them, corrected them, trusted them, forgave them, and loved them to the end. They, on their part, sometimes failed him, hurt him, disappointed him, and sinned against him. Yet never once did he withdraw his love from them. And later, empowered by the promised Holy Spirit, this group of trained disciples turned the world of their day upside down.

A Communist once threw out this challenge to a western Christian: ‘The gospel is a much more powerful weapon for the renewal of society than is our Marxist philosophy, but all the same it is we who will finally beat you … We Communists do not play with words. We are realists, and seeing that we are determined to achieve our object, we know how to obtain the means … How can anybody believe in the supreme value of this gospel if you do not practise it, if you do not spread it, and if you sacrifice neither time nor money for it …? We believe in our Communist message, and we are ready to sacrifice everything, even our life … But you people are afraid to soil your hands.’

Discipleship sums up Christ’s plan for the world. Yet for all its brilliant simplicity, it is the one approach that most western churches have neglected. Instead we have had reports, commissions, conferences, seminars, missions, crusades, reunion schemes, liturgical reforms – the lot. But very little attention has been given to the meaning of discipleship.

This book is written in the hope that we can see again what it means to follow Jesus, and how we can help others to do the same. Together with the continuous renewing power of the Holy Spirit, this is our one real hope for the future. Nothing else can save our present world from plunging headlong into despair and destruction. God still wants his church to unite a world that is falling apart without him and to be his agent in the healing of the whole of his creation. For this to be possible, it is my strong conviction that Christ is calling to himself those who are willing to dedicate their lives fully to him, to commit themselves to all other true Christians out of love for him, and to present their bodies to him as a living sacrifice for all that he wants to do in his world today. That is what discipleship is all about, and it is what this book seeks to explore.

Notes

 

1. From Evangelical Missions Quarterly, October 1979, p. 228
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