Sharpening the Skill of Building Your Legacy #3

“Practice Makes Proficient”

Matthew 10; Mark 6; Luke 9

“Practice makes perfect” was a popular slogan when I was growing up. Whether referring to sports, music lessons, or Bible quizzing, practice was a necessary component, even though it wasn’t always enjoyable.

In college I heard, “Practice doesn’t make perfect. Practice makes permanent.” The emphasis was on the right kind of practice. If you practice something wrong for long enough, you will always do it wrong. Only perfect practice makes perfect…if there was such a thing.

Now I have settled on the phrase, “Practice makes proficient.” This brings up an important part of discipleship, or the Christian life in general. Christianity is not merely what we know; Christianity is about what we do. I’m not talking about salvation here—that is based solely on what Christ has done. I’m referring to our service for Christ once we are saved. We are called to act.
 As James 2:17 puts it, “Faith without works is dead.”
Jesus made this clear at the end of the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 7:24–27,

“Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house on the rock. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall, because it had its foundation on the rock. But everyone who hears these words of mine and does not put them into practice is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell with a great crash.”

What was the difference between the two builders? Both heard Jesus’ words (implying knowledge) but only one “put them into practice.” The Christian life is based on knowledge but is lived by doing. 

In the sharpening of the skills in building our legacy, we come to the point of putting our disciples to work. Let’s see how Jesus did that with the Twelve.

The Delegated Responsibilities

This morning we will see the same event from three different gospels. The first is Mark 6:6-13, where we see the delegated responsibilities from Jesus to the Twelve,

Then Jesus went around teaching from village to village. Calling the Twelve to him, he sent them out two by two and gave them authority over evil spirits. These were his instructions: “Take nothing for the journey except a staff—no bread, no bag, no money in your belts. Wear sandals but not an extra tunic. Whenever you enter a house, stay there until you leave that town. And if any place will not welcome you or listen to you, shake the dust off your feet when you leave, as a testimony against them.” They went out and preached that people should repent. They drove out many demons and anointed many sick people with oil and healed them.
Having selected the Twelve, Jesus spent time with them, modeled for them how they should conduct ministry, clarified His expectations, and then released them. There was no formal curriculum, no audition process, no lecture to attend, no tuition to pay, no established course of study, no written examination. They had only the Old Testament Scriptures to read and the divine Author of those writings to teach them.

After the Twelve had accompanied Jesus in His ministry for a while, He sent them out to begin to spread the same teaching and do the same miracles He had been doing by His authority. They had learned with Him and now they would learn in pairs as an independent study of ministry. As Jesus sent them out, He gave practical instructions that reflect some important principles for ministry.

When Jesus originally called them, His purpose was to teach and train them so that they might assist Him and eventually be able to take His place when He returned to the Father.
 (Remember, that’s the legacy we are looking to build.) This sending out of the Twelve was a logical extension of Jesus’ ministry of evangelism.
 They could do more than He could alone, and they would carry on after He had returned to Heaven. 

Notice that Jesus did not merely send them out, though. He gave them authority. The word translated “send” in Mark 6:7 is apostello in the Greek and translates to the English word “apostle.” It means “to send someone with a special commission to represent another and to accomplish his work.” Jesus gave these twelve men both the apostolic authority and the divine ability to do the job He sent them to do. They were not “on their own”; they represented Him in all that they did and said.

This was unusual for Jesus’ time. There is little evidence that Jewish rabbis sent out disciples in the name but without the person of their master. Thus Jesus is unique in sending them out in His name and in His authority.

The Twelve were given special power and authority from Christ to perform miracles. These miracles were a part of their “official credentials” to prove they were from God. They healed the sick (and note that this included all kinds of diseases), cleansed the lepers, cast out demons, and even raised the dead. These four ministries paralleled the miracles that Jesus performed in Matthew 8-9. In a definite way, the Twelve represented the King and extended His work.

The Defined Restrictions

Mark also records the defined restrictions for this mission in verses 8-11, 

“Take nothing for the journey except a staff—no bread, no bag, no money in your belts. Wear sandals but not an extra tunic. Whenever you enter a house, stay there until you leave that town. And if any place will not welcome you or listen to you, shake the dust off your feet when you leave, as a testimony against them.”
This was not to be an ordinary journey. They were to “travel light.”
 The disciples can travel light because they trust God to supply their needs where they minister.
 Jesus told them to take what they already owned and not go out and buy special equipment for their itinerant travels. They were not to be loaded down with extra baggage. Jesus wanted them to be adequately supplied, but not to the point of ceasing to live by faith.

That seems to be the point. The barest of essentials, however, ensures that they place their trust not in their supplies and training but rather than in the One who sends them. It would be like laying out on your bed everything you planned to take on a trip and then leaving everything but your coat and toothbrush behind.

Although Christ does not send all Christians the same way He sent these disciples, their obedience to their calling challenges us to consider what we can sacrifice for the work of God’s kingdom. The message of this text summons us to radically appreciate our mission above all possessions and to live as simply as necessary to devote our resources to serving Christ.

In Matthew’s account of this commission, we read of another restriction that may be confusing. We read in Matthew 10:5-6, “Do not go among the Gentiles or enter any town of the Samaritans. Go rather to the lost sheep of Israel.” Why would Jesus do this?

Some believe Jesus said this because Jesus came to earth only as Israel’s Messiah and called upon that nation to receive Him as King so that His earthly Kingdom could begin. Only when Israel’s rejection of Him became apparent, according to this view, did He began to speak of a hitherto unannounced age in which the gospel should be preached in all the world to Jew and Gentile alike.
 

It is as though God had “Plan A,” in which the Jews accepted Jesus as Messiah, crowned Him as King, and Israel was restored to her previous national glory as in the days of David and Solomon. But then—gasp!—the Jews turned against Jesus, rejected His Kingship, and had Him killed. Then God had to come up with “Plan B,” in which the good news of the Kingdom was then offered to the Gentiles while the Jewish people were set aside until the end, when God would return His attention to the nation Israel and include them in His Kingdom. That’s what I was taught growing up, but the more I study Scripture, the more I believe this view is mistaken.

Yes, Jesus sent the Twelve only to the people of Israel in this instance. Yes, the historic pattern is summarized by Paul in Romans 1:16 as, “To the Jew first,” and Jesus did say to the Samaritan woman in John 4:22, “Salvation is of the Jews.”
 I can support the idea that Jesus came to the Jews first, but not to the Jews only.
 Within His ministry on earth Jesus ministered to Samaritans and Gentiles. At the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry, John the Baptist identified Him as “the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world” (John 1:29)—not the sins of Israel. God never has a “Plan B”; nothing takes Him by surprise.

No, I think there is a more practical reason for this defined restriction. This is a strictly limited mission in time and in location because it is a preparation for the wider mission that would become theirs after the death and resurrection of Jesus.
 This first wave of missionary work was focused on the people they knew best—their own kinsmen according to the flesh. They knew their language, their religion, and their culture. For this very first missionary endeavor, Jesus was keeping it simple.
 

This is why, when talking about sharing your faith, I had you fill out the sheet called, “My Mission Field.” I asked you to list people you already know who don’t know Christ. Why? Because it is easier to talk to folks you’re familiar with. Missionary candidates are often given home service before going overseas because it is easier to begin ministering to a familiar people, culture and language than a foreign people, culture and language. In teaching children or adults, one should begin with a smaller class led by a seasoned teacher before going on one’s own. Before one preaches their first sermon, I recommend reading Scripture or giving a communion meditation—start small in front of a friendly audience and work your way up. Maybe practice witnessing skills on fellow believers. When I talk about practice in a controlled setting, this is what I mean. 
These defined restrictions were not permanent. Like training wheels on a child’s bicycle or bumpers for a beginner bowler, these constraints are for the benefit of the disciple. In time, they are removed, but in the beginning, they are necessary.

The Developmental Review

Finally we see the developmental review in Luke 9:10, “When the apostles returned, they reported to Jesus what they had done.” This verse concludes the story Mark began in 6:7–13, in which Jesus sent the Twelve out to minister in Galilee two by two. He had delegated to them the tasks of preaching, healing, and casting out demons—in imitation of His own ministry—and granted them His divine authority to carry out their mission. According to Mark and the other Gospel writers, their ministry saw amazing success; they accomplished through the Lord’s authority what no mere human could apart from God. The excited disciples returned to Capernaum with stories to tell their Master.

Jesus gave the men a chance to unwind and give an account of their experience. He undoubtedly evaluated their work, gave constructive criticism, affirmed their many successes, answered their questions, explained the broader context of their work, and calmly prepared them for the future. Then they left for a retreat in Bethsaida.

Swindoll calls this a “debrief.” For those unfamiliar with that term, a debrief is defined as “a careful review upon completion.”
 I have attended and led debriefings as a fire chaplain, usually after a traumatic call. We review the facts of the incident, actions taken by the first responders, and the end results. We go over the emotional responses of the responders during and after the incident. We consider alternatives and options for the next time. The tone is positive, even in the wake of a negative experience. Mistakes may be disclosed but not denounced. The entire atmosphere is to be supportive.

When discipling others, this sort of developmental review is vital. We instruct them, we allow them to observe us do the work, and then we allow them hands-on experience in a controlled setting. Don’t expect too much from them; don’t let their own expectations be unrealistic. Then offer helpful critique and constructive praise that will help them evaluate their own development.

Discipleship is more than book learning and observing others minister. At some point the instruction and observation must translate into action. That action ought to be gradual, practicing in a controlled setting, under the watchful eye of a more experienced believer. 

Practice may not make perfect, but practice can make proficient. Proper preparation, oversight, and feedback and help insure that the practice is a positive step toward doing the work on one’s own. 

It worked for Jesus and the Twelve. 
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