PUBLIC AND PERSONAL MINISTRY

A careful study of what we call the "Great Commission" shows that it has two basic aspects and two methods of carrying it out. 

The two aspects of the mandate are EVANGELISM and DISCIPLING

The two methods of evangelism and discipling are PERSONAL and PUBLIC ministry

EVANGELISM:

The major concern of Jesus was for the lost.  "He came to seek and save the lost" (Luke 19:10); “God is not willing that any should perish” (2. Peter 3,9).  First and foremost, our mandate is to see that the lost hear the Gospel, encouraging them to accept Christ as Savior and Lord. We call PERSONAL evangelism  “witnessing” and PUBLIC evangelism “evangelistic meetings” (“revivals” is a misnomer, since only the living can be revived!).

DISCIPLING:

A major portion of the Lord's time and energies was devoted to training twelve disciples.  The post-resurrection mandates also call upon Christ's followers to disciple, teaching to observe all things which he has commanded of us. The PERSONAL aspect in modern missions is usually referred to as “counseling”. Christian Bible Colleges, Bible study groups, Sunday School and church services are examples of  PUBLIC  discipleship.

UNBALANCED MINISTRY

I shared my thoughts on the endangered species, “preaching” in another paper.  Preaching belongs to the public aspect of the great commission. The personal aspect is even more endangered.

What I am observing is that many Christians, especially so-called "fulltime" Christian workers, tend to emphasize or even glorify the public aspect of ministry to the neglect of the personal aspect.  It is a sad truth that even many "fulltime" Christian workers seldom witness, counsel or disciple individuals. They are too busy preparing and conducting meetings which they feel to be more important. Americans especially, are obsessed with numbers and bigness. The Bible tells us that the angels in heaven rejoice over one sinner who repents, but we need big numbers to satisfy our own egos! 

A pastor of my acquaintance was criticized for not being a soul winner. He retaliated by saying that as shepherd of the flock, “it is not my duty to produce lambs”! He was only partially right. A careful study of the New Testament shows that not all believers are called or equipped for public ministries (I Tim. 1:7; 3:2), yet none is excluded from personal witnessing and counseling (Acts 1:8; I Cor. 14:1-3)!

EXAMPLES:
If only one student of a Bible Institute displays an un-Christian attitude or does something displeasing to God, what is the typical reaction of the administrator?  He reminds the entire student body of the rule book; or if no rule covers the situation, a new rule is born! 

A church member lives a disorderly life, which is noticed by another member.  What happens?  The pastor is confidentially informed, who in turn preaches a sermon on the matter! 

How does the average Christian seek to lead unsaved neighbors to Christ?  He or she asks the church to pray for them, and if one gets up the courage, the neighbors are invited to an “evangelistic event”.

Because most people have a proud nature which resents being corrected, few are willing to get personal about personal beliefs. Confrontation is avoided at all cost! No one wants to be criticized or to cause offense. Those who “meddle” in the private affairs of others can count on becoming the object of harsh criticism. So we avoid personal counseling or witnessing and concentrate on the public aspects.

An Actual Case in Austria: 

Missionary Smith (names have been changed) objects to missionary Jones moving into "his area."  Smith claims that his city is already being reached with the gospel. Jones "should go where the gospel has not yet been preached." Smith has lived in this city four years and has not yet witnessed to the people who live next door. About twenty families live in an apartment complex across the street from Smith, who have not yet heard a clear presentation of the gospel. The city has a population of 20,000, yet in his opinion there is no room for missionary Jones! What on earth has Smith been doing these four years? Smith has been “church planting. That means holding Bible studies, church services, children’s classes and youth meetings. Occasionally he conducted evangelistic activities. Unfortunately, missionary Jones would probably have done more of the same!

MINDING OUR "P"s
Someone has suggested that evangelism can be defined using three "P"s: Presence (Christian life style), Propagation and Persuasion.  I would define evangelism with even more detail, using a dozen "P"s:





EVANGELISM


Personal Presence

(personal Christian lifestyle)


Public Presence


(collective presence of the church)


Personal Propagation 

(witness)


Public Propagation

(evangelistic meetings)


Personal Persuasion

(consistent witness and “follow-up”)


Public Persuasion

(long-term mission strategy)

We can describe the discipling process in a similar manner (using fewer "P"s):





DISCIPLING


Personal Counseling (laity)


Professional Counseling (Pastor, Elders)


Personal Instruction in the Word (as parents, friends etc.)


Public Teaching and Preaching 


Personal “mentoring” (accountability relationship)


Professional Training/Equipping (Bible College)

ARE THE PERSONAL ASPECTS BECOMING EXTINCT?

We seem to have almost entirely lost touch with the personal nature of the great commission.  Church history has shown that the personal witness has been extremely effective in evangelism and that personal counseling and discipling of believers are the keys to healthy church growth. Yet these ministries are widely neglected by evangelical Christians today. Lay Christians leave the task of evangelism and building the church to the "professionals," who have special training. There is much emphasis on counseling today. But although organizations such as Focus on the Family, have effective ministries, they can not replace personal counseling. The professionals seldom have time for personal witnessing and discipling of believers. Subconsciously they feel that they are over-qualified for such trivialities. They are too busy with meetings. 

ALL ARE WITNESSES AND DISCIPLERS

If we are not witnessing of Christ, we ARE testifying to something or other! Even if we never open our mouth, we are witnesses. And ALL of us are making disciples of a sort!  Each and every person on the face of this globe exercises influence upon others! Everything we say (or don’t say) and do (or don’t do) has an impact on people and things around us.

God's Word teaches clearly that our deeds and words are extremely important. Not simply because we will be held accountable for them on the day of judgment, but also because they influence others. We may not be aware of this fact, but God certainly is and He knows both to reward and to punish. 

Consider the poor widow who dropped her last two pennies in the offering box (Luke 21:1-4). She probably felt that her contribution to the work of the Lord was quite insignificant. Yet her simple act has been influential beyond measure. Millions of people have been moved to give sacrificially because of her exemplary and sacrificial act. 

In Matthew 26, we read of a woman who poured perfume worth a year's salary the feet of Christ. In the critical eyes of the disciples, this was wasteful. Jesus said that everywhere the gospel would be preached, her deed of love should become known. What influence!

If simple deeds resulting from faith in Christ have such a long-lasting and profound impact, how much more the faithful teaching and preaching of God’s Word and the personal witness! Jesus preached to multitudes and they marveled at His teaching, but He also witnessed to and counseled with individuals.  And to his disciples he said, "Ye shall be My witnesses" (Acts 1:8), and “Just as the Father hath sent me, so send I you” (John 20:21). The secret of Paul's success as a missionary was not his brilliant strategy or fantastic preaching ability (II Cor.10:10), but his faithfulness in witnessing and discipling believers. He never hesitated to personally confront those who were in error nor did he fail to encourage faithful believers.

If we are not witnesses of Christ, our disciples will not likely be witnesses of Him. 

THE MUTED WITNESS

Thousands of Christians may attend a conference on evangelism, but few get around to witnessing.  Many churches have annual missions conferences, entitling them to be called "missions minded Churches". Although opportunities abound, many Christians seldom witness. 

"Serving the Lord" for many, means holding a position in a church, mission or some other Christian institution.  We have "lay workers" who serve the Lord for nothing, and "fulltime workers" who serve the Lord for money (pardon: "who receive a salary").  "Serving the Lord" can consist of office work, preaching sermons, conducting evangelistic meetings, funerals, weddings or just teaching Sunday School. Isn't it strange that we seldom consider witnessing to be a legitimate ministry?  Even some missionaries who go to a foreign field, feel no special need to witness.  They are "missionaries," so everything they do, from writing prayer letters to attending meetings, is "missionary work."  Where does witnessing fit into the job description of a missionary? 

I grew up in a good church and heard the Gospel repeatedly.  Perhaps, because I quite expected this of a church, the message didn't seem to hit home.  Once a stranger witnessed to me.  I was hitchhiking and he was on his way home from a Gideon’s Convention in Atlantic City.  I had hardly set foot inside his car, when he began to share his faith.  He asked pointed questions about my own spiritual condition.  I lied to the man, saying in my best Christian jargon, "I am already saved," but his witness convicted me more than all the sermons and Sunday School lessons I had ever heard! 

Because the personal witness is missing, many souls will be lost for eternity.  The Christian who does not witness, sins against God. In fact, suppression of faith is one of  the worst sins a Christian can commit (Romans 1:18 & 14:23).

"Ye shall be My witnesses" (Acts 1:8)

Ralph Harvey, 2002
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