Sharpening the Skill of Building Your Legacy #4

“Letting Go”

Acts 1:1-8; 2 Timothy 2:1-7

This month we have examined the skill of building your legacy. In the spiritual realm that is done by discipleship. And who better to learn discipleship from than the master disciple maker, Jesus?

We’ve seen how Jesus instructed the Twelve, had them observe as He performed the work of ministry, and sent them out in hands-on practice within a controlled setting. Now comes the most difficult step in the process: letting go. If, as I suggested last week, the controlled setting practice was like putting training wheels on a child’s bicycle, then letting go is like removing the training wheels for the first time. 

It can be a little scary.

Imagine investing your entire life into a business and then handing it over to others to carry it forward. How tempting to micromanage, to constantly look over their shoulders, to step in to make sure it turns out your way—which is, of course, the right way!

Now try to imagine what Jesus felt as He was preparing to return to heaven. He left glory to come to earth. He took on the limitations of a human body. He endured the most agonizing, humiliating, unjust torture ultimately ending in His death. He rose from the dead, victorious and vindicated. The work of redemption was completed. 

Yet this good news had to be spread to the people of the whole world. That was more than any one human could do, especially in the first century. So Jesus entrusted His work of global reconciliation to the dozen disciples whom He had trained. 

Now the training wheels were about to come off.

Turn to Acts 1:1-9, where Luke writes,

In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach until the day He was taken up to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles He had chosen. After His suffering, He showed himself to these men and gave many convincing proofs that He was alive. He appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God. On one occasion, while He was eating with them, He gave them this command: “Do not leave Jerusalem, but wait for the gift My Father promised, which you have heard me speak about. For John baptized with water, but in a few days you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit.” 

So when they met together, they asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” 

He said to them: “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by His own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be My witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” 

After He said this, He was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid Him from their sight.
Jesus had spent about three years with these men before His crucifixion, and now He has forty days from His resurrection to His ascension. What does Luke record Jesus did in that brief time? In verses 1-2, Jesus instructed them; in verse 3 He showed them Himself, proving that He was indeed alive. These are the first two steps in the process: instruction and observation. There is not enough time for controlled situation practice, but Jesus had done this before. Here He reiterates the mission they will fulfill after His departure. Then He leaves them—literally—to do the work.

Similarly, the apostle Paul built a spiritual legacy that would last beyond his time on earth. He poured himself into several apprentices such as Silas, Luke (the author of Luke and Acts), Titus, Apollos, and especially Timothy. As Jesus did with the Twelve, Paul instructed his disciples, had them travel with him and observe his evangelistic work, participate in the work with him, and finally letting them go on their own ministry.

Paul’s disciple making is evident throughout his New Testament letters, but is seen most in his letters to Timothy and Titus, often referred to as “the Pastoral Letters.” The letter of 2 Timothy was Paul’s final writing before his execution by the Roman government. One of the foremost passages on discipleship is found in 2 Timothy 2:1-7,

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. Endure hardship with us like a good soldier of Christ Jesus. No one serving as a soldier gets involved in civilian affairs—he wants to please his commanding officer. Similarly, if anyone competes as an athlete, he does not receive the victor’s crown unless he competes according to the rules. The hardworking farmer should be the first to receive a share of the crops. Reflect on what I am saying, for the Lord will give you insight into all this.
Verse 2 can be considered a definition of the discipleship process: “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.” The remainder of this text encourages the protégé in his future ministry using a variety of illustrations. From these two passages I want to draw out three actions we can take as we let our disciples go on their own.

Alleviate Their Distractions

The first is to alleviate their distractions. In Acts 1:3, Jesus “appeared to them over a period of forty days and spoke about the kingdom of God.” When He began His ministry, Jesus proclaimed to coming of the kingdom of God. Now at the end of His earthly ministry, He is still instructing His disciples about the kingdom of God.

Yet the Twelve still didn’t quite get it. In verse 6 Luke records, “So when they met together, they asked him, ‘Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?’” After all they had experienced with Jesus, they were still expecting a political kingdom in which Jesus would reign (and they would, too!)

Jesus said in verses 7-8, “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by His own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be My witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.”
Verse 8 is a well-known verse depicting the mission of Christ’s church that is still in effect today. The word “but” at the beginning, though, shows that this verse connects to the one before. The Twelve is focused on a physical, political kingdom, whereas Jesus is commissioning them to build a spiritual, eternal kingdom. In verse 7 He essentially says, “Look, fellas, that’s above your pay grade. Times and dates aren’t your concern. Frankly, they’re none of your business. But what is your business is being My witnesses starting here in Jerusalem and branching out until you reach the ends of the earth.”

What is ironic about this is that by fulfilling the mission of verse 8 the disciples would actually bring about verse 6! Jesus had earlier stated in Matthew 24:14, “This gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.” The return of Jesus to establish His earthly kingdom will occur only when the apprentices of Jesus fulfill the task He gave them before leaving earth.
Paul also tried to alleviate the distractions for Timothy. In 2 Timothy 2:4 he writes, “No one serving as a soldier gets involved in civilian affairs—he wants to please his commanding officer.” Remember, this is an illustration; don’t take this literally! We all have earthly responsibilities regarding our families, jobs, and communities. The point Paul is making is for Timothy to keep his priorities intact. 

When an apprentice strikes out on his or her own, becoming overwhelmed is a real possibility. Both Jesus and Paul kept things simple for their followers. In time the responsibility will become more complicated, but in the beginning, simplicity is key.
Accept Their Distinctiveness

The second action to take in letting go is to accept their distinctiveness. Your apprentices are not you, nor are they each other. Just as in parenting children, each offspring is unique—from mom and dad and from other siblings.

The Twelve were a motley crew of distinct personalities. Several were fishers by trade, a very blue-collar occupation in the first century. In Acts 4:13, Luke refers to Peter and John as “unschooled, ordinary men.” This does not mean they were stupid, but rather that they had no specialized training. Matthew, on the other hand, probably had some education in order to be a tax collector. Simon the Zealot was, by designation, a former terrorist before coming to Christ, while John was known as “the apostle of love.” Thomas tended to be more pessimistic, whereas Andrew seemed to see potential in unlikely places.
Paul’s apprentices were also unique individuals. Silas was not the same as Apollos, neither was Titus just like Timothy. Some scholars believe that Luke and Titus may have been biological brothers, yet they exhibited distinct characteristics. Comparing the letters Paul wrote to Timothy and Titus shows that Paul recognized their differences. Paul’s preparation for his apprentices was definitely not “one size fits all.”

We may need to remind our apprentices (and perhaps ourselves) of what Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 12:12-23,

The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body. So it is with Christ. For we were all baptized by one Spirit into one body—whether Jews or Greeks, slave or free—and we were all given the one Spirit to drink. 

Now the body is not made up of one part but of many. If the foot should say, “Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. And if the ear should say, “Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body,” it would not for that reason cease to be part of the body. If the whole body were an eye, where would the sense of hearing be? If the whole body were an ear, where would the sense of smell be? But in fact God has arranged the parts in the body, every one of them, just as he wanted them to be. If they were all one part, where would the body be? As it is, there are many parts, but one body. 

The eye cannot say to the hand, “I don’t need you!” And the head cannot say to the feet, “I don’t need you!” On the contrary, those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honorable we treat with special honor.
Our differences do not make us superior or inferior to others in the body of Christ. As Paul points out, our differences are not only a nicety; they are a necessity. If we were all the same, who would do the things we can’t? 

Let’s not be so arrogant to think that our way is the best way or the only way. The substance of the Christian faith is unchanging and unchangeable. The way we do ministry is varied. When it comes to letting go of our apprentices, accept their distinctiveness.

Applaud Their Development

Finally, we need to applaud their development. Let’s face it: discipleship isn’t always pretty, especially at the beginning. Nobody excels from the start; we all begin with bumbles and stumbles, right? Those early efforts can be discouraging. Many quit before they can become proficient.

As mentors we need to find the positives and applaud them…even if we have to look for them! I think a good rule is for every constructive criticism we give we need to give at least three positive reinforcements. I’m not suggesting that you be dishonest; that benefits no one. Look for the positives and mention them.

Resist the urge to give too much advice, especially when it comes to style. Let them develop their own approach in doing things. At this point your apprentice may need a cheerleader more than a coach.

We must also resist the temptation to become jealous of an apprentice's success. He or she may wind up doing it better than me. Praise God! The kingdom of God is not a competition—not between churches, not between individuals. Paul wrote in Philippians 1:15-18, “It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others out of goodwill. The latter do so in love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of the gospel. The former preach Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while I am in chains. But what does it matter? The important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached. And because of this I rejoice.” Paul didn’t care about comparisons or competitions or even ulterior motives.

How about your spiritual legacy? Who will continue what you are doing for the Lord when you’re no longer around? The first step is finding someone to mentor.

Once that is established, instruct them; let them observe you in action; provide a controlled setting for them to practice; and then let them go to perform on their own. They will carry on your legacy while establishing their own. And, in the end, Christ is glorified.

That’s all that really matters.

�Gary Fenton, Your Ministry’s Next Chapter, The Pastor’s Soul Series (Minneapolis, MN: Bethany House Publishers, ©1999).
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