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Gospel-Centered Mentoring

by Bob Flayhart
CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

“Thirty years of discipleship programs and we are not discipled.”
 This alarming statement was made by a Christian worker who has been engaged in the ministry of mentoring in the Church for many years.  A likely response to his words might well be the verse from the old nursery song, “O dear, what could the matter be?” In answer, Jim Petersen and some others who, like him, speak from vast mentoring experience, point to a traditional model of discipleship that needs further development: 

There are all sorts of discipleship materials and courses from a host of Church and paraChurch organizations that all purport to enable a person to be a discipler.  It is strange that there is so much available and seemingly still so few people who are completely following Christ in a sane and holistic fashion.

Most of us have received pictures back from a photo lab, perhaps from a family vacation or a weekend trip, and have been horrified to discover that some of our photographs had people’s heads missing, or only captured one side of someone’s body.  Some of us may have had portraits made of a spouse or our children by taking a dearly loved photograph to an artist. What would it be like for the artist if our picture had a head missing, or only showed one side of a body?  Not only would the painter be highly frustrated, but the final product would not be what we had hoped for. This illustrates what some in our day perceive as a problem in mentoring.  The product of our mentoring ministries is less than we have hoped for, primarily because many of us have lacked a complete picture of what is required to form mature disciples.  

People in the secular realm are also grappling with the inadequacy of many mentoring methodologies:

If we are to mentor the next generations well, it has become a matter of considerable urgency that we more adequately understand the formation of the young adult imagination and its implications for forming meaning, purpose and faith.

The Scriptures set forth a paradigm for the formation of the spiritual life.  This paradigm of growth is based upon the indicative truths of the Gospel and the imperatives flowing out of those indicatives.  The indicative expresses the truths of who God is and what He has accomplished in Christ.  The imperative tells us how we are to respond to God’s love and grace toward us.  In Scripture, God always gives us the indicative first, then grounds the imperative on the indicative:

It is all summed up in the simple proposition that the indicative underlies the imperative, and the assurance of the indicative is the urge and incentive to the fulfilment of the imperative.

Traditional approaches to mentoring in the local Church have tended to focus primarily on the imperative. This focus typically includes things like Bible study, Bible memory, prayer, witnessing, fellowship and worship. There is no question that these activities are Biblical and have a key place in a believer’s life.  However, I see a tendency in much existing mentoring material to drift away from the Biblical paradigm of basing the imperative on the indicative.  This is not to say that little good has resulted from the many mentoring strategies which are currently in use.  Many young Christians have been greatly helped in their spiritual life through the traditional approach.  What is needed is a further development or an addition to the model.  What Bryan Chapell shared with me in a personal conversation about much preaching in our day, is true in mentoring as well: “People are not necessarily wrong in what they have said, but in what they have often left unsaid.”


The whole aim of mentoring is to help people grow in Christ.  In Matthew Twenty-eight, Christ stated that the goal of disciple making is to teach the nations to observe or obey everything He commanded.  Unfortunately, many models of mentoring in the Church have assumed that passing on skills in ministry or in the spiritual disciplines fulfills Christ’s commission.  Many current models don’t seem to have the substance to help believers truly know how to live. Sharon Daloz, though not speaking directly to the Church context, comments:

The questions of faith are at once both large and intimate… ‘Why should I get out of bed in the morning?’ ‘What is the purpose of my existence and the existence of others?’ ‘Does anything really matter?’ ‘What can I depend upon?’ ‘Are we ultimately alone?’ ‘What and whom can be trusted as real?’ ‘What is the ultimate character of the cosmos in which I dwell?’ ‘What is right and just?’ ‘How, then, shall we live?’

Some feel that these weaknesses of current mentoring strategies are simply a reflection of what has happened theologically in our Churches.  Richard Lovelace, in his book Dynamics of Spiritual Life, explains that a real shift took place in the approach to Christian living after the revivalism of the late 1800’s.  Certain revivalists severed justification and sanctification from union with Christ. 

In their teaching, Richard Lovelace states that they  “in effect, taught justification by sanctification and not by faith, and sanctification by will power more than grace.”
  

Lovelace, through studying the historic elements of renewal in the Church, points out that mortification of sin occurs not through a ruthless, self-reliant, determined use of the disciplines, but through repenting of the sinfulness of our lives as the Holy Spirit exposes our flesh on a daily basis. 
   Power in the Christian life, he affirms, is found as faith in the promises of the Gospel connects us to the work of Christ, not “through simple striving of the will.” 
 Most mentoring methodologies fail to emphasize these indicative truths.

In addition, Lovelace points out that a shallow theology tends to weigh down the Gospel with enculturated baggage.  In other words, the Church tends to place the Gospel in restrictive “clothing” that keeps many believers from living out the full cultural expressions of God’s grace.
  Part of the restrictive clothing arises from seeing the spiritual life primarily in terms of disciplines and behaviors rather than a fully developed model involving belief and behavior (or indicative and imperative). As Steven Garber writes, 

‘What is real?’ informs ‘What is true?’ which informs ‘What is right?’ Metaphysics shapes epistemology which shapes ethics, and in the complexity of human belief and behavior they work back on each other as well.  It is precisely because of this that the lines in the sand are drawn: what we believe about the world affects how we live in the world.

Again, much more than the rigorous use of spiritual disciplines is needed if believers are truly to be equipped for a lifetime of love, service, and growth.

If some mentoring strategies lean toward lopping off the head (minimizing the indicative and focusing on the imperative) in the picture of a mature disciple, other strategies tend to be incomplete because they have mistakenly cropped off legs and arms. In other words, on the other side of the mentoring continuum are approaches that, while seeking to be more grace-oriented and indicative-focused, may not say enough about the imperatives of Scripture.  In addition, some of these models tend to leave out some of the training in ministry skills which has been a strength of traditional mentoring strategies.

A prime example of a more grace-oriented, or indicative-focused, approach would be World Harvest Mission’s Sonship Manual which gives as its purpose:

to produce disciples so wrought upon by the message of the cross that it becomes apparent to all that these people have a life crucified, where the will has been given to Christ, where Christ has so entered their lives that others must say, ‘they are Christlike…
 

A truly important element in this model is the emphasis on believers learning to live in light of the indicative truths of justification and adoption.  A protégé is reminded to base his confidence before God on the redemptive work of Christ and not on behavioral performance. Some feel, however, that a problem arising from some of these so-called “grace” approaches is that little attention is ever given to the truly important uses of the means of grace.  It is significant that out of sixteen chapters or lessons in the Sonship Manual, only one discusses any of the traditional means of grace. Some worry, therefore, that the danger of the “grace” approach to mentoring will be a slippage into cheap grace, minimizing the imperatives of Scripture. 

In addition, there is considerable debate among many Christian leaders and theologians as to whether justification and adoption are truly the most foundational indicatives upon which to build a mentoring strategy.  Many will admit that to take the exclusive focus off behaviors and emphasize belief and doctrine is correct, but would point out that simply emphasizing justification and adoption is not enough.

Another problem with many so-called grace approaches is that often there is so little structure to the process, the Christian may struggle to find any direction or strategy when mentoring someone else.  The believer may feel that the mentoring process was very helpful to them personally, but is often unsure as to how or why it worked.  

So it seems that each of the primary strategies of mentoring tend to emphasize one element of the Biblical paradigm over another. Some tend to emphasize the indicative while others tend to emphasize the imperative.  Both elements are clearly Scriptural and very important.  However, the traditional approach to mentoring still tends to emphasize behaviors and disciplines while the grace-centered methodology often gives too little attention to the role of skills, disciplines and strategy.  

We are still left with the haunting words of Petersen mentioned above, “Thirty years of discipleship programs, and we are not discipled.”  This problem related to mentoring strikes at the very core of Christian living and ministry.  Jesus said that the entire occupation of believers in between His ascension and Second Coming is mentoring: “Go into all the world and make disciples…” 

What is needed, therefore, is a mentoring methodology that combines the best of both approaches.  The rather discouraging reality however, is that there is very little material available to the Church which does that.  I believe that there is a real need in the Church for a mentoring strategy that is welds together the elements of Law and grace.  Put another way, mentoring strategies in the Church need to be more mindful of the doctrine of sanctification by integrating the Biblical emphases of growth by grace through faith and growth through personal effort. Again, mentoring strategies need to be more careful to integrate the indicative and the imperative.

Statement of the Problem

Some think a mentoring model emphasizing the Gospel of grace will lead to a quietist approach to the Christian life, or to a sloppy methodology lacking structure or strategy. Others fear that a mentoring model emphasizing grace will produce disciples who minimize sin or holiness, and will eventually fall off into libertinism.  Still others fear that a Gospel-centered approach to mentoring will fail to equip believers with the skills necessary to be growing, productive Christians. On the other hand, many are already becoming aware that mentoring models that fail to consider the role of God’s grace and the place of faith may leave the protégés’ hearts unchanged, or at least tired, frustrated, defeated and despairing.  

One student’s comments regarding the failure of contemporary college education have also been voiced (though worded differently) by protégés in the Church:

We’ve got no philosophy of what the hell it is we want by the time somebody graduates.  The so-called curriculum is a set of hoops that somebody says students ought to jump through before graduation.  Nobody seems to have asked, ‘How do people become good people?’  

We need more leadership…’
 
Several questions related to various components of mentoring flow out of these concerns:

When it comes to the interpersonal relationship between the mentor and the protégé, what is the main role of the mentor?  Is a mentor primarily an agent to pass on skills and hold a protégé accountable in applying those skills?  

Is a mentor developing a relationship with a protégé to control that individual’s life, or to see that they follow in the same footsteps as the mentor? Or is the mentor’s role in the relationship simply to speak the love of God to the protégé and trust God to develop whatever skills are needed when they are needed?  What does the message of the Gospel have to say in addressing these, as well as other interpersonal questions?

When it comes to the structure around the mentoring relationship, is there a place for content? Should the content primarily revolve around the spiritual disciplines, character issues and ministry skills?  Should the content expose protégés to doctrinal and theological truth, or is that something best left for another context?  Does it really matter what kinds of lessons are covered initially, or can a mentoring curriculum follow any lesson plan the mentor desires?  Should a mentoring curriculum be followed closely, to assure material is covered, or should content be subject to relationship? Again, how does the message of the Gospel address these and other structural issues?

When it comes to the supportive context that undergirds and fosters mentoring relationships, what role does the local Church play?  Should more mature believers simply seek to build relationships with younger Christians regardless of Church connection? Or, are mentoring relationships more effective when both parties are actively involved in the same body of believers?  Is there anything specific the local Church can do to foster mentoring, or should the Church just let things happen serendipitously? 

What roles should the pastoral staff or Church elders play in supporting a mentoring ministry? Once more, how does the message of the Gospel of God’s grace offer any help in answering these questions?

Purpose Statement

In light of such issues, concerns and questions, the need for a study on Gospel-centered mentoring is clear. The purpose of this study is to discover how Church leaders apply the Gospel framework in mentoring methodologies.

Research Questions

How does the Gospel framework affect the interpersonal component of the mentoring process?

How does the Gospel framework affect the structural component of the mentoring process?

How does the Gospel framework affect the supportive component of the mentoring process?

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

I was converted to Christianity through a ministry that stressed evangelism and discipleship in the university setting.  I know firsthand the tendency to make the performance of the disciplines the focus and measure of my spirituality as well as the foundation of my acceptance before the Father.  As long as I performed what was expected of me, I felt I was doing well and God was pleased.  If I ever failed in this performance, I was filled with feelings of guilt and condemnation and worried that God might turn away from me.  I am not saying that I was taught these attitudes.  However, as I look back on my experience, and as I have investigated many materials and looked into the theology of many mentoring strategies, I have come to the realization that the imperative was given more emphasis than the indicative.

 
In spite of what I now perceive as some inadequacies of the traditional  model, I was so convinced a lifetime of mentoring was my calling I eventually joined the staff of a campus ministry and was regularly involved in numerous mentoring relationships.  I mentored them the same way I was mentored--by focusing on the so-called basics of the Christian life: Bible study, memorization, prayer, worship and evangelism.  My desire was truly to see other believers established in their walks with Christ and equipped to mentor other believers. 

After a few years I left the campus ministry and attended seminary, still committed to a lifetime of mentoring.  Throughout seminary I was involved in Churches by helping to create mentoring ministries.  Upon graduation I was called to plant a Church in Birmingham, Alabama.  There I emphasized mentoring relationships from the very outset, and as I began to meet with men I ran into an interesting phenomenon.  Many of the believers in my Church who had been mentored in college through a process like I followed were burned out and even somewhat bitter.  They were burned out because, like me, they felt they were always performing in the Christian life and much of their joy was missing.  They were bitter because they felt they had been used by various campus ministries and not really loved or ministered to.  This pattern looked more like an epidemic than just a few isolated cases.

I began to reevaluate how I had understood the mentoring relationship and sought to become more grace-oriented, relational and personalized in my ministry.  I began to emphasize the wonder of God’s love for us in Christ and to continually remind men of God’s amazing grace.  I began, as Luther says, to “pound” the Gospel into men’s heads. I began to emphasize passages like Zephaniah 3:17 and remind people of its truth for every child of God: 

The LORD your God is with you, He is mighty to save.  He will take great delight in you, He will quiet you with His love, He will rejoice over you with singing.

I emphasized to men that this promise is true not because we deserve it to be true, but because Christ purchased the truth on our behalf.  I saw men’s lives changed as a result!  I saw in my own life, as well as in their lives, the truth fulfilled that people grow better in grace.  

Another problem surfaced, however.  The process was so individualized and so unstructured that the men seemed unable to reproduce this grace-centered ministry of mentoring in other lives.  In addition, though these men were beginning to be gripped by grace and were at least trying to preach grace to others, they were often leaving out or minimizing the traditional strength of mentoring relationships, the imperatives: training in the means of grace and skills of ministry.  I believe that effective mentors must focus on preaching the Gospel of grace to other believers, while at the same time following an intentional structure which involves character growth and skill development both in the means of grace and in ministry.  In other words, I am seeking to develop a mentoring strategy that begins with the indicative, yet emphasizes the imperative as well.

This study needs to be done for several reasons: 

1. There does not appear to be much written about Gospel-centered mentoring.  There are books that are more skill or behavioral in orientation.  There are books that are very grace-focused.  But little exists weaving the two aspects together.  There is just not much material bringing together both heart and behavior.

2. There doesn’t appear to be a study of Christ-centered mentoring in my particular denomination, the Presbyterian Church in America (PCA).  Bryan Chapell’s book, Christ-Centered Preaching, captured the Reformed emphasis on preaching the redemptive message of Christ at every opportunity.  Chapell challenged the Church to steer away from moralistic messages and lessons that lead people to self-reliance rather than deeper trust in the Gospel of grace.  The same challenge needs to be given when it comes to mentoring.
3.  I also believe this study needs to be done for my own personal benefit and the benefit of Oak Mountain Presbyterian Church, which I pastor.  I have seen first-hand the power of mentoring upon the spiritual life in my Christian experience.  Oak Mountain aims to be a grace-centered congregation and that aim applies especially to our mentoring ministry.  However, I have seen the tension in our Church between being grace-centered and not giving people enough tracks to run on.  There must be some structure to the process of helping people learn how to feed more deeply on Christ and grow in character and ministry.

DEFINITION OF TERMS

1. Church leaders—I define Church leaders as men and women who have a history (at least five years) of initiating and establishing mentoring relationships with other believers in the context of the local Church.  I acknowledge that this involves some arbitrary elements, but I chose this definition because a person with such a history is more likely to have faced the questions and tensions addressed in this paper. In addition, the five-year figure provides sufficient time for each to have personally wrestled with the issues.

2. Gospel—the Gospel of Jesus Christ is the good news of the message of God’s redemptive grace applied to all of life.  In particular, I use  Gospel to refer to the indicative truths related to the finished work of Christ.  Many Christians understand the Gospel’s relevance to the unbeliever: he or she must believe the Gospel in order to be delivered from sin and receive eternal life.  However, many Christians fail to appreciate the Gospel’s relevance to the one who has already been converted.  The Gospel of God’s grace is to be believed on a daily basis—not to get re-saved daily, but regularly to apprehend and appropriate the benefits and transforming power of the Gospel.  Francis Schaeffer referred to this application of the Gospel to believers as appropriating “the finished work of Christ for our present lives.”
  The Gospel is the good news of the finished work of Christ available to all who would believe in Christ.  The Gospel is not only how we enter the Christian life, but is also how we continue in the Christian life.  “As you have received Christ Jesus as Lord, so walk in Him” (Colossians 2:6).
3. Mentoring—I define mentoring rather precisely.  At a basic level, Christian mentoring is the process of coming alongside a believer in Jesus Christ to help him or her grow. As one writer points out, “Mentors challenge, support and inspire.”

Or, as another expert in mentoring writes: 
Mentoring, in its classic sense, is an intentional, mutually demanding, and meaningful relationship between two individuals, a young adult and an older, wiser, figure who assists the younger person in learning the ways of life.

For this paper, I expand the classic definition to include mentoring by a more mature, even if younger in age, mentor. Allen Hadidian’s definition provides an excellent starting point: 

Discipling [mentoring] others is the process by which a Christian with a life worth emulating commits himself for an extended period of time to a few individuals who have been won to Christ, the purpose being to aid and guide their growth to maturity and equip them to reproduce themselves in a third spiritual generation.
 

His is a great working definition to begin with, but it must be carefully unpacked so that mentoring remains Gospel-centered.  A “life worth emulating” must involve belief and behavior, attitudes and actions and public and private piety.  So I will address even the definition of mentoring in the course of the paper.

4. The Three Uses of the Law—Since mentoring involves people in relationships that recognize the role of the imperative in the Christian life, there is a need to understand the role of God’s Law in the Gospel.  John Calvin is perhaps the most well-known proponent of the “three uses of the Law” because of his writings about the Law in his Institutes.  The First Use has been popularly understood as showing forth God’s righteousness and therefore restraining sinners by the “dire threats in the Law.”
  It should be noted that in the Institutes this popularized First Use is actually listed by Calvin as the Second Use.

The popularized Second Use (actually listed by Calvin as the First Use in the Institutes), while showing 

“the righteousness alone acceptable to God, it warns, informs, convicts and lastly, condemns, every man of his own unrighteousness.”
  

Further, quoting Augustine, Calvin writes:

“The Law bids us, as we try to fulfill its requirements, and become wearied in our weakness under it, to know how to ask the help of grace…God commands what we cannot do that we may know what we ought to seek from him…The law was given for this purpose: to make you, being great, little; to show that you do not have in yourself the strength to attain righteousness, and for you, thus helpless, unworthy and destitute, to flee to grace.”

The Third Use of the Law, then:

“…finds its place among believers in whose hearts the Spirit of God already lives and reigns.  For even though they have the Law written and engraved upon their hearts by the finger of God…they still profit by the law in two ways.

Calvin then states that Christians must continue to know more thoroughly what God’s will is for their lives.  He also writes that Christians can tend to be lazy because of the flesh and must be exhorted to work.  

In summary, the First Use of the Law reveals the holiness and justice of God, and through threats and warnings of punishment, restrains the wickedness of human beings upon the earth.  The Second Use of the Law is that of a “school master,”
 exposing our sinfulness, leading us to despair of our own righteousness and revealing our need for grace.  The Third Use of the Law is reminding Christians of what God requires of them in the Christian life.  Put another way, the Third Use of the Law reveals the aim of the work of the Holy Spirit in a Christian’s life and shows Christians the look of the fruit of grace in a regenerate heart.

5. Indicative and Imperative—As stated earlier (see p. 2), the indicatives are those Gospel truths of Scripture that describe who God is, what He has accomplished in Christ, and the promises available to those who trust in Christ.  The imperatives tells us how we are to respond to God’s love and grace toward us.  In Scripture, God always gives us the indicative first, then grounds the imperative on the indicative. 

6. Covenant Privileges and Responsibilities—In the paper I will sometimes refer to the indicatives as Covenant Privileges and the imperatives as Covenant Responsibilities.  God has chosen to deal with His people by means of a covenant.  God binds Himself to love His people in Christ and to provide all that is necessary for their salvation.  This love of God and all the blessings of the saints’ inheritance in Christ are known as Covenant Privileges.  However, because the grace of God is life-transforming and supernatural in nature, as opposed to mere natural love, God calls Christians to expect to see the fruit of grace appear in their lives.  While this fruit is the result of Covenant Privileges, it is also a Covenant Responsibility engaged upon every believer in Christ.  
Chapter Two: Literature Review

Part I: Biblical Framework

Ever since Christ commissioned the apostles to go into all the world and make disciples of all the nations, teaching them to observe all that He had commanded them,
 mentoring has held a key place in the ministry of the Church.  Christ’s ministry on earth before going to the cross was one of mentoring.  


Christ chose twelve that they might be with Him and that He might send them out to preach and to have authority over the enemy.
  Christ spent time with His men in a variety of contexts.  He taught them about the love of the Father.  He also emphasized the heart and not merely externals.  As a matter of fact, Christ was most stern with the religious folk of the day who saw themselves as better at disciplines and religious externals than anyone else.
  

Christ spoke to His disciples often about the primacy of faith, even saying it was the one work God requires.
  The one thing Jesus continually got excited about was great faith.
  Christ put the disciples in a position where they needed to constantly look to Him and His provision.  He taught them over and over again about the centrality of His Person and Work. I was challenged to consider the emphases of traditional mentoring strategies by looking at Christ’s model of mentoring revealed in the Gospels. So often we see only an emphasis on externals and not much emphasis on faith.


Christ taught His men that the greatest burden upon human beings was not their physical ailments, but the burden of their sin.  He performed miracles before the eyes of the disciples to show them His power, but also to link that power to His ability to forgive sins.
  Jesus wanted His disciples to know that the greatest need of people in the world is the need to experience forgiveness.  Christ ordered His life to model a heart of grace and forgiveness and called sinners to repentance.
  Christ modeled the Father’s willingness to heal and forgive.
  He wanted people to understand that God is a God who proclaims freedom for the captives by His grace.
  In short, Christ proclaimed the love and favor of God and called people to love one another as they love God.
  Christ wanted His men to understand that God alone is good, and therefore can be trusted.
  If God is good, then all His plans, promises and commands are good, and He is worthy of our trust and commitment.  Once more, I was challenged by the Gospels to consider whether Christ’s emphasis on mercy, grace and forgiveness provides the foundation of many mentoring strategies in our day.


Christ also taught on the ethics of the kingdom, or the fruit of faith, as well as the cost of following Him.  He clearly communicated that a tree that doesn’t bear fruit is not a good tree.
  A good heart, a heart renewed by grace will bring forth good fruit. Good hearts will put into practice the words heard from Jesus.  A good heart not only calls Christ Lord, it does what He says.
  Christ mentored His men in the disciplines of the spiritual life. He taught them to pray and instructed them on fasting. 
  He sent them out to do evangelism.
  He trained them in principles of leadership.
  He taught them principles of good Bible study by making it clear that they were to look for Him all through Scripture.
  He taught them the authority they had because of their relationship to Him.  He taught them the cost of discipleship and the suffering and persecution they would face as the Church.
  He modeled compassion for the distressed and the downcast.
  He taught them the reality of forgiveness and the need to show grace to the repentant.
  He instructed them in the freedom of the Gospel.  He pointed out the proper meaning of the Sabbath, taught them on true worship and clearly emphasized the priority of relationships in the body of Christ above all others. I was challenged by these portions of the Gospels to consider whether the current Gospel-centered models put forth by some are balanced in strategy.  Christ placed a premium on trusting Him, but He also trained His men in the spiritual disciplines, and in ministry skills. 

Christ made it very clear to His disciples that they were to remain absolutely dependent upon Him and to derive all their life and strength through Him.
  He took the time to teach them doctrine, even the doctrine of Last Things and eternal judgment.
  He taught them about finances and giving and doing acts of mercy.  He taught them about the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, and most of all He taught them about the necessity of His death and resurrection and the implications of those things for the life of the Church.


In summary, Christ taught the Gospel of God and its implications.  He taught His disciples the content of the Gospel, in the context of relationship.
  As He taught them the content of the Gospel, He also taught them the principles of Gospel living.  Though Christ taught much on behavioral issues and gave many commands for kingdom living, Christ also spoke much of the heart and the need for faith in Him expressed in simple repentance and trust.
 Christ modeled how to walk with God in the realities and rigors of daily life and mentored His men in attitudes, beliefs and behaviors.  Christ even modeled the Gospel through how He related to the disciples and how He called them to relate to one another.  

Even though Christ didn’t leave a specific curriculum for us to follow (outside the Gospels or the New Testament), there was obvious structure to His mentoring relationships.  If Christ followed such a Gospel-centered model when He mentored His men, this study, which seeks to discover how to apply the Gospel to mentoring in our day, is surely relevant.

But the Gospel-centered model of Christ is not unique in the Scriptures. Even the Ten Commandments are based upon believing the Gospel to motivate and enable us to keep the Law.  

The Ten Commandments offer one of the earliest Biblical compilations of what might be considered important aspects of mentoring: loving God, avoiding idols, maintaining self-control, worshiping God properly, obeying our authorities, relating to others in love, and controlling sinful desires.  

One often-overlooked aspect to the Ten Commandments, however, is the Preface.
  The Preface reminds us that the basics of the Christian life involve a firm understanding of the Gospel-- the amazing news of God’s grace!  “And God spoke all these words: I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt” (Ex. 20:1-2).   This theme of grace is the foundation of a life of holiness.

When traditional mentoring methods are followed, this is not often the emphasis a protégé hears.  The normal focus on the basics of Bible study, prayer, witnessing and worship doesn’t necessarily lead to a dependence upon divine grace.  This does not mean that the means of grace are unimportant.  Quite the contrary.  The issue is not what traditional mentoring teaches but what it tends not to teach.  The only sure way for the means of grace to be a delight and not drudgery is to make sure that they are caught and taught in the context of the “furious love of God,”
 as Brennan Manning says often in his writings. Once more, by comparing the structure of the Ten Commandments to the structure of many modern day mentoring strategies, I was encouraged to do this study.


The structure of the Pauline epistles was another helpful indicator of what is foundational in a mentoring paradigm.  Theologians talk about the principle in view here in different ways, but probably most often by saying that when it comes to Paul, the imperative is always founded upon the indicative.  Paul begins his letters with an explanation of the wondrous truths of grace.  Then, and only then, does he summarize the implications of living out of grace moment by moment, day by day.  As we consider traditional mentoring however, we often see an emphasis on the latter portion of Paul’s letters (the imperatives) without much emphasis given to the beginning sections (the indicatives).  Consider the Letter to the Romans: fully eleven out of the sixteen chapters deal with the doctrines of grace (the indicatives); only Chapters 12-16 deal specifically with issues (the imperatives) that most of our mentoring strategies emphasize (and most of Chapter Sixteen is greetings).  The same pattern can be found in Ephesians, and other epistles as well.


When we turn to Paul’s approach to mentoring, we see an emphasis on

 grace and doctrine laying the foundation for life and service.  In 2 Timothy 2:1-2 he writes to his young protégé in the faith:

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.  

Paul emphasizes the need to be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus.  Grace is the beginning, middle and end of all spiritual growth.  

The “things” that Timothy has heard Paul say in the presence of many witnesses are the elements of the Gospel of Christ, not merely the how-to’s of Bible study, memorization, and the other disciplines.  Of course those things are important too, but those spiritual disciplines were not the foundation of Paul’s mentoring strategy.  His focus is on good doctrine and proper belief laying the groundwork of godly behavior.


Paul’s entire mentoring methodology flows seamlessly out of his doctrine of sanctification.  Paul was clearly taught by the Holy Spirit that all spiritual growth occurs as a result of the power of the Spirit applying the work of Christ, the truths of the Gospel, to our hearts.  Spiritual growth does not occur primarily through human effort or fleshly striving, but by faith.  In Galatians 3:1-5 Paul writes: 

You foolish Galatians!  Who has bewitched you?  Before your very eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed as crucified.  I would like to learn just one thing from you: Did you receive the Spirit by observing the Law, or by believing what you heard?  Are you so foolish? After beginning with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal by human effort?  Have you suffered so much for nothing—if it really was for nothing?  Does God give you His Spirit and work miracles among you because you observe the Law, or because you believe what you heard? 

Paul here is simply reiterating what we saw Christ taught about the foundational element of the spiritual life in John 6:29.


The initial work of the Christian is passive: we simply look to Christ and rest in His finished work on our behalf to be saved.  We continue in Christ the same way we began in Christ.  However, we must also admit there are many passages emphasizing that our effort and striving is necessary for growth in holiness.  Finding the proper balance for a mentoring strategy is another reason I was motivated to engage in this study.


To summarize these passages, we see that spiritual growth occurs as we first rest in Christ as our sure foundation, and then keep going back to Christ for sanctifying grace.  However, we also are called upon to live holy lives and we are required to go to extreme lengths to fulfill our part of the process.
  

Biblical mentoring, like Christ-centered preaching, must be redemptive: It must point people to their need for Christ.  There are also means of grace involved in spiritual growth, which Christ also modeled.
  However, those must flow out of a lively faith in Christ.  Even when we mentor others in those means of grace, dependence upon the Holy Spirit and feeding upon Christ for life must be the focus throughout.

Part II: Historical Overview


When we turn to early extra-Biblical data, we discover that the emphasis sometimes falls on the side of the imperatives over the indicatives.  For instance, the Didache,
 a late First Century or early Second Century document, is entirely focused upon behavior and character and void of any teaching on the doctrine of the Gospel itself. 


The Didache begins with a contrast between the way of life and the way of death.  The way of life is presented as first to love God, and secondly to love your neighbor as yourself.
  I can only assume that these students already understood there is salvation only through faith in Christ, otherwise this would imply a salvation by works.  The Didache lists many commandments to be observed, as well as duties to be carried out toward the household and the Church.  Then follows instruction about alms, prayer and fasting, plus brief teaching on baptism and the Eucharist.  Finally there is instruction on how to treat visiting Christian teachers and how to provide for Christian prophets.  The Didache ends with an exhortation to be watchful because the end of all things is near.


Either the Didache assumes that those entering into its instruction possess right belief, or we see at this early date the tendency for mentoring to become focused on externals.  It must be acknowledged, however, that the early Church did want to emphasize that Christians must strive to be holy.  Christians were to be a people who adorned the Gospel with glorious fruitfulness.  

On the other hand, reading the Didache forced me to think through whether the propensity of the flesh toward self-reliant activism distorted the Biblical framework of basing imperatives upon indicatives.  It also further encouraged me attempt to discover how we might overcome the temptation to become imperative-heavy in mentoring.


Sometime between 419 and 422, Augustine wrote a handbook for Christian growth entitled the Enchiridion.
  The Enchiridion follows the structure of the Apostles’ Creed emphasizing the Trinity, the Church and the Final Judgement.  Augustine clearly emphasizes what we are to believe over how we are to live.  I don’t mean to say Augustine was not concerned with holy living, but that he simply knew what must be emphasized first.  He particularly highlights the Person and Work of Christ.  When it comes to the subject of hope in  this life, he points the Christian to the petitions of the Lord’s Prayer and instructs us to set our heart upon those things.
  We see a great balance in this work between the indicatives and the imperatives, between beginning in Christ by grace and growing in Christ by grace.


Augustine starts the Enchiridion with a simple but profound statement.  He writes that “the sure and proper foundation of the Catholic faith is Christ.”
 His concept of substutionary atonement
 and union with Christ as basic essentials to spiritual growth deeply impacted me.
 I also appreciated that he instructs Christians in the reality of forgiveness
 and the need to live a life of repentance, particularly emphasizing the need for a broken and contrite heart.
  

Augustine goes on to teach that saving faith will manifest itself in a life of good works. He warns the reader that anyone who professes to be a believer, yet lives in continual, unrepentant sin, knows nothing of Christ.
  He teaches that one of the greatest works of a regenerate heart will be showing mercy and extending forgiveness toward others.
  Augustine also takes the time to write about Last Things and the final judgement, again following the Apostles’ Creed.
  Finally, Augustine teaches the reader that love is the fulfillment of the Law.


Augustine’s work, encouraged me to consider the balanced structure of a mentoring strategy.  Augustine’s teaching emphasis initially focused on the Person and Work of Christ and then on prayer, thus emphasizing the need to continually appropriate the work of Christ for our daily lives. This balance is what I believe is lacking in contemporary mentoring theories, and I was motivated to discover how to build in and maintain that balance in my mentoring relationships.

In the Fifteenth Century, Thomas à Kempis, a monk in the Netherlands, wrote a devotional classic entitled The Imitation of Christ.  His book is a call to Christians to conform their lives wholly to the life of Christ.  As such, it has relevance to the topic of mentoring.


The Imitation of Christ is divided into four sections, or books: The First Book contains Admonitions Useful for a Spiritual Life; The Second Book has Admonitions Pertaining to Inward Things; The Third Book deals with Internal Consolation; and The Fourth Book is a Devout Exhortation to the Holy Communion.


It is interesting that à Kempis begins with admonitions useful for a spiritual life.  He exhorts us to follow in the steps of Christ, imitating His lifestyle.  We are often encouraged to “withdraw our hearts from the love of visible things and to turn ourselves to things invisible.”
  Another continual theme of this section has to do with thinking little of oneself and being humbled by the extent of our failure to love and trust God.  Although the bulk of his material revolves around the pursuit of virtues, à Kempis does remind us periodically that “if we would endeavor like brave men to stand in the battle, surely we should behold above us the help of God from Heaven.”


Thomas exhorts us to think much of our own death and to live each moment as though it were our last.
  In this regard, he seems to follow the pattern of the Creed and early catechisms in using the doctrine of Last Things to stir up godly passions and a zealous life.


In his Second Book, Admonitions Pertaining to Inward Things, we read of the need to pursue a humble and contrite heart.
 Once again, he exhorts us to deny self and pursue love of Christ above all else, and reminds us that we can deny self only by the grace of God.
  He also rebukes us in this section for wanting Christ and all His benefits, but shunning the suffering of the cross.  He warns us to not love Christ for our own benefit, but for His own sake.
  This warning, however, again comes with the directive to look to Christ for sustaining grace: 

If you look to yourself, nothing of this kind shall you be able to of yourself accomplish.  But if you trust in the Lord, fortitude shall be given from Heaven.

In his Third Book, à Kempis encourages godliness by writing of the internal consolations of the Gospel.  He begins by reminding us that we need to hear the words of the Gospel and not the words of Moses.
  He also states that it is the notion of God’s sweet love that drives us to godliness, and exhorts us to pursue Christ more fervently.
 Repeated again, is the hope of grace: 

No sanctity is there, therefore, if Thou, O Lord, withdraw Thine hand.  No wisdom availeth, if Thou cease to guide.  No courage helpeth, if Thou leave off to preserve.  No chastity is secure, if Thou do not protect it.  No custody of our own availeth, if Thy sacred watchfulness be not present.  For, left to ourselves, we sink and perish; but being visited of Thee, we are raised up and live.  Unstable truly are we, but through Thee we are strengthened; we wax lukewarm, but by Thee we are inflamed.
  

Having said all this about grace, he also writes that this life involves us in a great fight, and that godliness doesn’t come without great striving.

While exhorting us to great striving after holiness, toward self-denial, and to seek only the glory of God (with none of our own comfort), à Kempis also cautions us that:

you ought not to turn away nor be cast down, when you hear the way of the perfect; but should rather be stirred up to higher things, and at least in desire to sigh after them.
 

I understand him to say that we can rest in our salvation in Christ and hope in the message of the Gospel, only if we see clearly how far short of godliness we fall on a daily basis.  It is precisely because of our encouragement in Christ that we can begin to embrace the call to carry the cross daily.  It is because we are loved and accepted by the Father that we can begin to engage in the rigors of holy strivings, not for acceptance but from acceptance. à Kempis doesn’t use these words, but in pointing constantly to the grace of God implies them.

Finally, in his Fourth Book à Kempis encourages right use and preparation for the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.  We are to come to the Table with repentant hearts, with an eye to the goodness and mercy of God.  We are to acknowledge that what transpires at the Supper is more than we can comprehend.  Much grace is offered us in the Sacrament and we are greatly strengthened by it.  Chapter Seven of the Fourth Book precisely tells us how to examine our hearts before we come to the Supper.  There is much opportunity for repentance here.  Yet after pages exhorting us on right preparation, à Kempis reminds us that we could never come rightly to the Table: 

 Know, notwithstanding, that no merit of any action of yours is able to make this preparation sufficient, although you prepare yourself a whole year together, and have nothing else in mind.  But it is out of My mere goodness and favor that you are permitted to approach My table; as if a beggar were invited to a rich man’s table, and he has no other return to make to him for his benefits, but to humble himself and give him thanks.

In summary, the Imitation of Christ is a strong exhortation to holiness and growth in grace.  While some may feel à Kempis attempts to point out the balance between the indicatives and the imperatives I feel his major emphasis is on the imperative.  More particularly, I think he has reversed the Biblical order of laying out the indicative before giving the imperative.  His First Book exhorts us to imitate the life of Christ.  In his Third Book we read of the Gospel’s many consolations.  I believe it would have been more Biblical for him to have placed the Third Book first.  This has huge mentoring implications.  Protégés need to be comforted and strengthened with the Gospel of grace before they are exhorted to the rigors of holiness, or they could lose heart.  Not only that, but they might be prone to self-reliance rather than a deep dependence upon divine grace.

Nonetheless, one great strength of the Imitation of Christ, is its continual exhortation to engage in the fight for holiness.  The Gospel wasn’t given and Christ didn’t die and rise just so Christians could feel good about themselves even though they fail.  The Gospel is the power of God and it leads to changed hearts resulting in changed lives.  The flesh is prone to sloth and laziness and we do need to encourage protégés to strive after the holiness without which no man shall see the Lord.  À Kempis does a fine job weaving together the second and third uses of the Law in the Gospel.  The Law reveals our sin and drives us to Christ for help, but the Law also exhorts us to holiness.  The Law expresses God’s will and desire for our lives that we fight with all our might to be holy.  We must not use the Gospel as an excuse for sloth.  The Gospel tells us that we have been given new hearts, and we are to rise up and use those hearts to pursue faith unto obedience and godliness in lives of love, service and self-denial.


During the Reformation, much of the mentoring curriculum was organized into the great confessions and catechisms of the Church.  Martin Luther’s Large Catechism was prepared as an instruction manual for children.  Luther felt that one of the problems in the Church was that people took the Gospel too lightly and needed to become as children again, “learning their ABC’s, which they think they have outgrown long ago.”
 Luther believed that the chief elements of a Christian’s faith revolved around an understanding of the Ten Commandments, the Apostles’ Creed, and the Lord’s Prayer. He also desired that young Christians be instructed in baptism and the Lord’s Supper.


Luther begins his Large Catechism with an exposition of the Ten Commandments.  Throughout this exposition, he stresses a heart of faith in God’s goodness and love, stating that the heart of all the Commandments is found in the First: to find rest in the one true God alone.  He writes: 

Let everyone then, take care to magnify and exult this commandment above all things and not make light of it.  Search and examine your own heart thoroughly and you will find whether or not it clings to God alone.  Do you have the kind of heart that expects from him nothing but good, especially in distress and want, and renounces and forsakes all that is not God?…On the contrary, does your heart cling to something else, from which it hopes to receive more good and help than from God, and does it flee not to him but from him when things go wrong? Then you have an idol, another god.

After teaching on each Commandment, Luther summarizes by writing: 

Here then, we have the Ten Commandments, a summary of divine teaching on what we are to do to make our whole life pleasing to God.  They are the true fountain from which all good works must spring, the true channel through which all good works must flow.
 

Luther makes it clear that no one can keep any of the Commandments rightly, yet exhorts every Christian to take them all seriously.


Luther sets up his Catechism around the third use of the Law.  He clearly teaches that this is what God requires of His creatures.  But Luther quickly brings us to the second use of the Law and our weakness that hinders us from keeping the Commandments. He points out that we need the Creed and the Lord’s Prayer in order to help us to do what God requires of us.  Through the Creed Luther teaches that God is Father to us, an Almighty Father, that Christ is our Redeemer and that the Holy Spirit is our Sanctifier and the One who applies forgiveness to our consciences through the ministry of the Church, particularly the Sacraments.


In the final section of his Catechism, Luther expounds upon the Lord’s Prayer and points out the grace that we are to seek from our God in heaven so that we might live lives of faith and obedience. Clearly, Luther sets out a course of Christian growth that requires the believer to constantly look in dependence upon Christ.


In 1538, John Calvin authored his First Catechism.  Calvin begins by speaking of: 

the word of reconciliation whose sum is: that Christ who knew not sin was for us made the purgation of sin, that we may by the righteousness of God be in Him.  This is not exacted by men, that they may strive eagerly after Law-righteousness, but that, deprived of their own righteousness, they may be clad with Christ’s righteousness.
  

I find it ironic, in light of current debate over the Gospel, that Luther, the champion of righteousness by faith, begins his Catechism with the Law, the Ten Commandments, and Calvin, the champion of the third use of the Law begins his Catechism with the doctrine of justification!


Calvin begins by teaching that human beings are created by God to fear, love and honor their Creator.  Because of the idolatrous nature of our hearts, however, we tend to honor false gods.  Calvin writes:

true godliness consists rather in a sincere feeling which loves God as Father as much as it fears and reverences him as Lord.
  

But since man is fallen, we don’t see God as we ought, we hate His ways and hate “nothing more than His righteousness.”
  We freely choose to sin and we lack the freedom to choose between good and evil.  We must come to some understanding of our sinfulness in order that we might flee to the grace of God: 

This knowledge, though it strikes man with terror and overwhelms him with despair, is nevertheless necessary for us in order that, stripped of our own righteousness, cast down from confidence in our own power, deprived of all expectation of life, we may learn through the knowledge of our own poverty, misery and disgrace to prostrate ourselves before the Lord, and by the awareness of our own wickedness, powerlessness, and ruin may give all credit for holiness, power and salvation to him.
 

Calvin teaches that we need this first step of seeing our sinfulness so that we might see our need for Christ.  

To help us see our sinfulness, then, it is necessary that we bring our hearts into contact with the Law of God, and Calvin uses an exposition of the Ten Commandments to accomplish this.  He begins this section of the Catechism with the preface to the Commandments:  

For by that kindness he once set the Jewish people free from Egyptian bondage; by the same kindness, he also frees all his servants from the everlasting ‘Egypt’ of believers, that is, from the power of sin.

As Luther had done, Calvin also summarizes the Law with the two great Commandments: loving God, and loving others. Calvin does teach the third use of the Law by calling the Commandments the perfect pattern of righteousness.  But he quickly refers to the second use of the Law as he writes that the Law is a step toward Christ.  As we are made more aware of our sinfulness, we are made more aware of our need for Christ.  Calvin then teaches on our most holy faith by speaking briefly about election and predestination, and emphasizes that anyone’s faith is simply a gift from God.  This faith, he says, is what enables us to be sharers in Christ:  

He makes us sharers in himself, that although we in ourselves are sinners, we may be adjudged righteous before God’s throne.  Thus stripped of our own righteousness, we are clad with Christ’s righteousness; unrighteous in our own works, we are justified by faith in Christ.  For we are said to be justified by faith, not because we are inwardly imbued with any righteousness, but because Christ’s righteousness—just as if it were ours—is said to have been received by us.

Calvin then confirms the thought that the Gospel must be our focus as Christians throughout life by teaching us that as we are justified by Christ, so we are sanctified by Him through His Spirit.  “Scripture teaches that for us Christ was made not only righteousness, but sanctification as well.”
  Therefore, Christians must simultaneously be taught the wondrous doctrine of justification and the hopeful doctrine of progressive sanctification, both by God’s amazing grace.
 

The Law shows us the way in which we are to walk, but also continues to reveal our sin so as to lead us to further repentance.  Repentance is how we walk in the way of the Lord and progress in godliness. We are called to good works, but must always beware of forgetting that we are justified by faith in Christ alone and are always in need of Christ and His righteousness.

Calvin, like Luther, then teaches briefly on the Apostles’ Creed and the Lord’s Prayer, the Sacraments and the Church.  It is worth noting, in my opinion, that Calvin begins his Catechism much more theologically than Luther began his. And again, I find it ironic that Calvin is much more grace-centered than Luther in these small works.

Part III: The Theological Framework of Sanctification

It is significant to me that after reading numerous books on discipleship, I have encountered so little discussion of the doctrine of sanctification in those books.  The whole concept of discipleship is to “teach people to observe all that Christ taught.”
  Discipleship is, therefore, by definition intimately connected with the sanctification process.  A ministry of the Church that is concerned with teaching people to observe what Christ taught must understand how people are enabled to obey. Just how people grow into Christ-likeness has been hotly debated since the time of the Reformation in particular.

Some one hundred years after Luther and Calvin, a minister in England became concerned that the doctrine of sanctification had lost its Gospel core in the Churches. Edward Fisher wrote the Marrow of Modern Divinity in 1646.  His work was extremely helpful to me in thinking through the concept of Christian growth.  If mentoring has as its aim the glory of God through the protégé’s growth in Christ-likeness, then we must understand the primary way God grows His children.

In his preface, Fisher writes that the “Gospel method” of sanctification, like the method of justification, offends natural reason and is foolishness to it.
 He goes on to say that if we focus on morality or external religion rather than the Gospel of grace, immorality and license will be the result.
  I find this thought critical with respect to the current debate on mentoring people toward holiness.  Some people are concerned that mentoring people in grace will lead to license, and therefore assert we need to give people the Law and tell them to do it.  However, if all we do is give people the Law and remove the hope of the Gospel from their hearts, it will only lead to rebellion and increased sinfulness:

I dread mightily that a rational sort of religion is coming in among us: I mean by it, a religion that consists in a bare attendance on outward duties and ordinances, without the power of godliness...having no relation to Jesus Christ and the Spirit of God.
 

Many in our day are exhorted to overcome sin in their lives by trying harder.  People are encouraged to “Fight, fight, fight!,” but apart from a continual faith in the work of Christ to bring about heart change.  In mentoring relationships, protégés are often taught the skills and disciplines and held accountable for behavior, but are not pointed to the present value of the work of Christ for daily transformation.


We are properly encouraged to study the Gospel in order that we might instruct our own and other’s consciences:

to bring them back from the Law to grace,  from active [or working] righteousness, to the passive [or received] righteousness; in a word, from Moses to Christ.
 


We must instruct people to avoid the dual errors of legalism and antinomianism.  Legalism is the belief that God’s blessing and favor is merited if we perform the Law, and God’s curse is upon us if we fail to keep the Law.  Antinomianism is the belief that the Law is no longer to be my rule of life because Christ delivered me from the Law.  Antinomianism is the error that leads people to think that they ought not to be troubled in conscience when they sin.
  Though it is true that a believer is robed in the righteousness of Christ so that God does not treat us as our sins deserve but treats us as righteous in Christ, yet it is also true that all sin is still offensive to God and must be treated with all seriousness.  It is the confidence we have in our righteous standing before God that actually enables us to look seriously at the offensiveness of our sin.


Gospel-centered mentoring strategies must teach protégés the proper place and role of the Law.  The Law was added so that we might be more convinced of our weakness and bankruptcy and flee to Christ.
  But the Law also was given to “inform [us] of the holy nature and will of God, and [our] duty, binding [us] to walk accordingly.”
  


Gospel-centered mentors must teach protégés that the sinfulness of the flesh is just as much seen in self-reliance as it is in godless behavior.  The pull of the flesh to look to itself and its own record for standing before God is strong and continual, as Luther discovered.


The continual revisiting of the truth of justification is critical to progress in sanctification. Otherwise, the heart will be filled with despair and fear of God’s displeasure and will be weighed down by hopelessness. In order to progress in sanctification, each believer needs to be convinced of the love of God and the delight of God personally.

We must teach the wondrous truth of identification with Christ by grace alone through faith alone.  People must be instructed that true faith unites the soul with Christ so that “the soul and Christ are made one.”
  When God parted the heavens and said to Christ at His baptism, ‘You are My Beloved Son in Whom I am well pleased:’
 

we must not think and persuade ourselves that this voice came from heaven from Christ’s own sake, but for our sakes.
 Through this statement given to Christ, God the Father...cheers the hearts of poor sinners, and greatly delights them with singular comfort and heavenly sweetness, assuring them that whosoever is married unto Christ, and so in him by faith, he is as acceptable to God the Father as Christ himself...and so shall the love and favour of God be as deeply insinuated in you as it is into Christ Himself.
 

Again, it is only as we live moment by moment in light of the truth of our justification that we will find the strength and hope to continue in the faith for growth in our sanctification.  


It is faith in the grace of God in the Gospel promises that leads to a holy and transformed life:  

The truth is, a repentant sinner first believes that God will do that which he promiseth, namely pardon his sin and take away his iniquity; then he rests in the hope of it; and from that, and for it, he leaves sin, and will forsake his old course.
 

Here, I was reminded that there is a two-fold effect of the grace of God.  First, the heart is softened and comforted by God’s love, and has the hope to look to Christ and the power of His resurrection.  But secondly, the trust in God’s love and the belief in His goodness is faith that releases supernatural power of God toward the believing heart.  It is not merely an emotional response to grace that changes us, but supernatural power resulting from faith. 


Gospel-centered mentoring must emphasize that as believers in Christ we are free from the Law as it is in the covenant of works, yet we are under the Law of Christ as a rule of life. That is to say, the Law is an indicator of what the Spirit-filled life is to look like by informing us what a life of love to God and others is to look like.  Quoting Luther:

Out of the matter of justification, we ought...to think reverently of the Law, to commend it highly, to call it holy, righteous, just, good, spiritual and divine.  Yea, out of the case of justification, we ought to make a God of it.
 


The heart that has truly rested in Christ, and is at peace with God because of its righteousness in Christ, is a heart that loves and delights in the Law.  If boasting in grace doesn’t lead you to have a love and delight in the Law as your rule of life, it is a good sign that you know nothing personally of what you so confidently boast in.
  


Faith in Christ is never a hindrance to holiness.  As a matter of fact, faith in Christ is the only way to grow in holiness.
 Just because the Law doesn’t justify however, doesn’t mean that the Law doesn’t reveal the holiness of God and the righteousness that the Spirit is committed to forming within our hearts.
 

Unfortunately, one of the problems in mentoring is that protégés are often encouraged to fight against sin but aren’t often reminded of the power of Christ to change Christian hearts and strengthen them by virtue of our mystical union. We must get back to the primacy of faith in Christ.  Christ must be the One upon whom we lean.
  

In the same era, John Owen wrote a book entitled Sin and Temptation.  It is also relevant to our discussion on mentoring because one of the key elements of discipleship is helping others face sin and temptation successfully.  This book has been made more readable recently through an edition by James Houston.  J.I. Packer in his forward, points us to Owen’s reminder that because we are genuinely new but not totally new: 

Christian living must...be founded upon self-abhorrence and self-distrust because of indwelling sin’s presence and power.

But we must also be continually reminded that as believers we are regenerate and redeemed.  We are new creatures in Christ and possess new, circumcised hearts.  So though we must live by faith in the Gospel promises of Christ because of our weakness and sinfulness, we don’t just “let go, and let God.”
  We ourselves are to repent of our sins, and we ourselves are to apprehend the work of Christ by faith.  We are to trust in the supernatural, healing flow of grace from Christ so that we are empowered to fight against temptation and sin with all our might, and to run after righteousness and godliness with all zeal.


Without a clear understanding of the doctrine of indwelling sin, and apart from a personal awareness of its power within, no Christian will ever appreciate the benefits of the work of Christ, nor the place of faith in sanctification.  We must understand the deceitfulness and power of indwelling sin.  We must be aware of the various ways sin pulls us to wrong thoughts about God, righteousness, grace, ourselves and sin itself.  Only the truth of God’s word and meditation in prayer can reveal the deceitfulness of sin.
 Sin works against God.  Sin will either deceive us into thinking God is a cruel Task Master, or, if that won’t work, will deceive us into thinking He is like a doting Grandfather who really doesn’t care what we do.  Sin affects every Christian’s view of God and leads us to worship idols, figments of our own imaginations, and not the true God.  Sin will deceive us concerning grace.  We will either be deceived into thinking it is too good to be true, or we will buy into cheap grace and think that ethics are unimportant.
 


We must beware that sin always tries to make sinfulness more attractive and less dangerous than it truly is.
  The best way to overcome this false attractiveness of sin is to be enamored by the infinite attractiveness of Christ in the Gospel.
 Our wills only choose that which they believe is good.   Therefore, we must labor to see that sin is as bad a thing as we could choose, and that God is as delightful and pleasurable a thing as we could choose.  However, the work of sin will seek to reverse the two, and that work never stops.  This has huge implications for mentoring.  We must not only exhort protégés toward holiness, but we must also motivate them by the beauty of Christ and the benefits of a holy life:

We need to keep our heart full of a sense of the love of God.  This is the greatest perspective available to us against the power of temptation in the world...Fill your heart with a sense of the love of God in Christ, and apply the eternal design of grace and shed blood to yourselves.  Accept all the privileges of adoption, justification, and acceptance with God.  Fill your heart with thoughts of the beauty of holiness...then in the ordinary course of walking with God, you will experience great peace and security from temptation.

We must realize the full sinfulness of the flesh and the holistic approach of Satan against us.  “Satan doesn’t merely tempt you to break the Law.  His real design lies against your own interests in the Gospel.”
  On the one hand he may try to use cheap grace to get you to go ahead and sin since God’s favor is all over you.  But on the other hand, he may tempt you to doubt the Father’s love because you have sinned.


The flesh doesn’t merely pull us toward godless behavior; it also pulls us toward self-reliant religiosity. The Biblical view of mortification is only understood when it is explained with an emphasis on the covenant of grace: 

Mortification based on human strength, carried out with man-made schemes, always ends in self-righteousness.

What we must remember is that the flesh tends toward human effort and reliance upon man-made schemes!  It seems to me that you can’t talk about mortification without, in the same breath, talking about vivification.  Therefore, the process involves living out of our riches in Christ by faith so that the new man is strengthened more and more and the flesh is resisted and defeated.
 

He adds:

The directions for the actual work of mortification are very few.  Indeed, there are only two.  The first is to live wholly and solely in your trust of Christ.  The second is to seek the Holy Spirit, who alone mortifies sin.
  

Owen gives many practical suggestions as to how we are to think, how we are to fight and why we are to fight.  These are all good suggestions.  However, these two directions are what many contemporary Christians do not seem to emphasize sufficiently.  We understand the command to hate sin at its very suggestion.  We don’t understand what it means to live wholly and solely in our trust of Christ.   We must fill our souls “with the realization of all the provisions available in Christ Jesus.”
  We must raise our expectations of what Christ can and will do for us by virtue of His work, and through the agency of His Spirit.  We must focus on His tenderness as our sympathetic High Priest.  We must focus on His faithfulness to do what He has promised to do in the Gospel.  We must trust that the power of the cross of Christ will flow into our lives and transform our lives.

Around 1670, Walter Marshall wrote The Gospel Mystery of Sanctification.  I have been encouraged to read this work by many of the mentors I have spoken with.  Its influence upon the mentoring discussion also relates to the way a Christian grows, and in many respects is similar to Fisher’s Marrow of Modern Divinity.  Percy Ruoff, writes in the introduction that:

The beauty of Marshall’s book is that he makes the doctrine of our union with Christ our starting point in the Christian course.
 

Again, I am amazed after reading so many books on discipleship that little if any ink has been given to the doctrine of our union with Christ.  Some discipleship experts I’ve spoken with tell me they simply assume that people live in light of their union with Christ. Others believe that God will eventually teach people the “deeper doctrines” after people are established in the “basics.” I perceive this to be a major problem with many traditional approaches to discipleship, which make the “basics” seem to be things we do, like Bible Study, Prayer, Memorization, Meditation, etc.  Those are all good activities, but they do not constitute the basics.  The basics of Christian growth are the Gospel promises of our union with Christ and life in Him.

Marshall begins his work by declaring his first aim: helping Christians understand the means to a holy life.
 The aim of mentoring in, and teaching, the Gospel is a holy life.  As Paul writes to Titus, it is grace that “teaches us to say ‘No’ to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age.”
  Every sincere Christian minister or mentor longs to see people grow in holiness.  The real issue is what path we take to arrive at that end.


Marshall writes that before we set out for the immediate practice of the Law we must learn of the “powerful and effectual means” for this accomplishment.  He insightfully comments that many people skip over these means as “superfluous and useless.” He writes, in effect, that many Christians think that once they are equipped with the principles of the Law, all they need do is strenuously apply their will to the rigors of the Law and they will be holy.


This “rushing into practice” is precisely what I have read in most traditional books on discipleship.  The often excellent teaching on the imperatives needs to be balanced by an emphasis on continual feeding upon Christ. Mentors need to stress an active apprehension of the benefits of the cross as the means of becoming transformed people who delight in observing all that Christ commands. 


We have often allowed people to believe that feeding upon Christ is simply doing the disciplines like Bible reading, prayer, memorization, etc.  The fact is you can engage in any or all of those activities and not feed upon Christ at all.  Feeding upon Christ is appropriating the life of Christ for our present need.  The Word can be a means toward getting us to feed upon Christ by reminding us of the promises of the Gospel, or pointing out our sin so that we are driven to feed upon Christ.  But reading the Word is not in itself feeding upon Christ in a way that leads to heart change.


Truly this appears as a strange mystery to many Christians.  As Marshall writes:

it requireth a double work; because we must unlearn many of our former deeply rooted notions, and become fools, that we may become wise.
 

The doctrine of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing; one problem in the Church today is that the doctrine of the cross as applied to sanctification is also foolishness to many Christians.  

Too many of us simply do not believe that looking to Christ and His work has any present, transforming power.


The true practice of holiness is impossible unless we are confident that we are accepted by the Father totally apart from the works of the Law.  People need to be discipled to live in light of their justification:  

Slavish fear may extort some slavish hypocritical performances from us, such as that of Pharaoh in letting the Israelites go, sore against his will: but the duty of love cannot be extorted and forced by fear, but it must be won, and sweetly allured by an apprehension of God’s love and goodness towards us.

The true Gospel teaches that if the Christian is constantly being reminded of the love of God for him in Christ, it will not lead to license, but to holiness. 
  Conversely, if we minimize the love of God, it will lead to minimizing the Law of God.  Because we are terrified of being exposed as sinners, we will file down the Law so we can fulfill it.  In addition, we must look to Christ and our union with Him for the heart and spirit to delight in and practice the Law of God. Christ not only purchased our justification on the cross, He accomplished our sanctification as well.
  Marshall adds:

This mystery is so great, that, notwithstanding all the light of the Gospel, we commonly think that we must get a holy frame by producing it anew in ourselves, and by forming and working it out of our own hearts.  Therefore many that are seriously devout, take a great deal of pains to mortify their corrupt nature, and beget a holy frame of heart in themselves, by striving earnestly to master their sinful lusts, and by pressing vehemently upon their hearts many motives to godliness, labouring importunately to squeeze good qualifications out of them, as oil out of flint.  They account, that though they be justified by a righteousness wrought out by Christ, yet they must be sanctified by a holiness, wrought out by themselves.

This is not to say there is no place for effort or striving!  It simply affirms that effort or striving by itself is powerless, and even deceptive.  As we are connected to the life-giving power of the Vine (Christ) through faith, the life-giving sap produces a compulsion towards obedience.  It is not magic, but it is supernatural.  Let us be perfectly clear about this: the Christian life is supposed to be nothing less than supernatural!  Unfortunately, we have made it all too natural.

We must make more of the place of faith in Christ as we mentor others.  Faith plays a role, not only in justification, but in sanctification as well.  Christ is the Bread of Life, and the way to eat that Living Meat is to apprehend Him and His benefits by faith.  Looking to Christ and apprehending the benefits of His work “cannot have any tendency to licentiousness, but only to holiness.”
 

However, there is such a thing as “cheap grace:”

There is indeed a counterfeit dead faith, such as wicked men may have; and, if that tend to licentiousness, let not true faith be blamed.
 

There is great wisdom in this statement.  If a truly converted person hears of the doctrine of continual trust in our union with Christ, and appropriates the doctrine personally, it will lead to holiness.  If a professing Church-goer who doesn’t know Christ hears the doctrine of grace, he may in fact abuse the doctrine to the point that he engages in unholy, licentious living.  There will always be goats among the sheep.  

Grace can always be blamed as a doctrine capable of leading people to think that sin is not as serious as it actually is.  Paul himself was under attack for preaching this grace--yet we must not shy away from this essential truth that the Christian most desperately needs to hear, just because some unbelievers or misguided believers in the Church may abuse it.  

It is an apprehension of God’s love for us in Christ, and His delight in us and of His favor upon us, that breeds love for Him in return.  Love cuts out the heart’s desire to sin.  To comprehend in even a small measure the height and width and length and depth of the love of God melts the most rebellious hearts:  

The first right holy thoughts thou canst have of God, are thoughts of His grace and mercy to thy soul in Christ, which are included in the grace of faith.  Get these thoughts first by believing in Christ, and they will breed in thee love to God and all good thoughts of Him.

This is why I believe any curriculum used for mentoring would be well served by beginning with a study of the love, mercy, goodness and grace of God.  The character of God as Abba Father is foundational to a life of growth in holiness.



Once Marshall has emphasized the place of faith, he proceeds to speak of those means of grace that are aids to us living by faith: 

Endeavor diligently to make the right use of all means appointed in the word of God, for the obtaining and practising Holiness only in this way of believing in Christ, and walking in Him, according to your new state by faith…though all holiness be effectually attained by the life of faith in Christ, yet the use of any means appointed in the word for attaining and promoting holiness, is not hereby made void, but rather established.

Now we get to the cart.  Usually this cart is put before the horse.  The horse, that power which drives the Christian life, is faith in Christ.  If we are gripped by the role of faith in Christ, we are now able to make proper use of the means of grace.  


The disciplines as means of grace do not constitute feeding upon Christ.  Feeding upon Christ is something the heart does directly as we apprehend the power and life of Christ promised us in the Gospel.  The disciplines are helps and aids to our faith; they are there to continually point us to Christ Himself and His work:

We must not idolize any of the means, and put them in the place of Christ...as if they were effectual to confer grace to the soul by the work that is done in the use of them.  Neither may we use them as works of righteousness, to be performed as conditions for the procuring the favor of God.
 

One of our chief means of grace is the Bible.  In the Bible we learn of all the Gospel promises given to us in Christ.  We cannot apprehend in Christ what we do not know we have in Christ.  This makes our reading and study of God’s Word absolutely essential.  Another reason the Scriptures are so important to a life of faith lies in the commands of the Law.  But we must not endeavor to know the Law so that by our knowledge of the Law we might practice the Law immediately: 

But rather, by your knowledge of them [the Commandments] you may be made sensible of your inability to perform them, and of the enmity that is in your heart against them...so that you may fly to Christ for refuge.

Prayer is another of the chief means of grace.  Prayer is simply faith talking and feeding.  A life of prayer is a life of dependence; a life of dependence is a life of faith.  But we must learn to pray in the name of Jesus:  

We must come for blessings in the garments of our elder brother, and must depend upon His worthiness and strength for all...we must lay hold on His strength only, and plead nothing, and own nothing, for our acceptance, but Him.

Another work that has had an enormous impact upon my life and my thinking with respect to Christian growth, and, therefore, with respect to mentoring, is Holiness by J.C. Ryle, first published in 1883.  Ryle is often quoted by people who would argue with a Gospel-centered approach to mentoring.  Yet in the preface to his book, Ryle expresses his hope that the papers contained in his book “will help to bring forward the grand truth that union with Christ is the root of holiness.”
 Ryle’s book needs to be read and understood in light of the grand purpose that he himself sets forth.  We need to see this truth of union with Christ as giving birth to all that he has to say.


Ryle’s book also needs to be read and understood in the light of the “higher life” people, the “let-go-and-let-God” folks who were speaking very loudly in his day.  When Ryle speaks of his concern over the teaching that “holiness of converted people is by faith only and not at all by personal exertion,”
 we must interpret what he is saying in light of his context.  If we fail to do this, we are likely to substitute our contemporary context which is much different, and in many ways toward the other extreme of personal performance, and use that to interpret his words.  

Ryle was battling the “quietism” being taught in his day.  In much of evangelicalism in our day there is a fundamentalistic “pietism”, the other extreme of that which Ryle was addressing.  However, there is also the seed of quietism in some of what passes for Gospel-centered mentoring, so Ryle’s book is critical to understanding integration between faith and effort.


Ryle begins his work by stating that “wrong views about holiness are generally traceable to wrong views about human corruption.”
 In the Christian life, the way up is the way down.  The path to change begins with an acknowledgement of our need.  Even as believers, indwelling sin exerts its influence in our lives.  We all have a tendency, because of our fallenness, to minimize our sin, to excuse-make or blame-shift.  This knowledge of how sinful we are should lead to a heart of humility.  It should lead to a desperate cry for mercy from God. The more we see of our sin, the more we should look to Christ and His justifying work on our behalf:
  

Just in proportion as we realize how much Christ has done for us, shall we labour to do much for Christ.  Much forgiven, we shall love much.
 

Unfortunately, many in the Church today don’t feel “much forgiven” because they really don’t feel much sinful.  People in the Church tend to merely externalize the Law and feel holy if they stay away from “the dirty dozen, the nasty nine, the sinful seven and the filthy five.”  Before holiness flows from the Church, the people of God must see the depths of sinfulness that lurks within us.  Only when we stop minimizing the standard of the Law, and emphasize the delight and whole-heartedness with which we are to perform it, will we be exposed as naked, empty sinners who have no recourse but to return again and again to Christ. 

The Christian life is one of continual repentance and faith.  First we crawl in the Spirit, then we walk in the Spirit, then we run in the Spirit and finally we sprint in the Spirit.  What increases the pace is the amount of repentance and faith.  What spurs on deeper repentance and faith is deeper awareness of sin:

If there is any point on which God’s holiest saints agree it is this: that they see more, and know more, and feel more, and do more, and repent more, and believe more, as they get on in spiritual life.

We must continue to teach that to pursue holiness is to pursue our highest delight.  The pursuit of holiness is not to be seen as drudgery, but is to be seen as the pursuit of happiness: 

As a general rule, in the long run of life, it will be found true that “sanctified people are the happiest people on earth.”
 

Holiness is delighting in what He delights in and abhorring what He hates.  It is Christ-likeness.  It is walking in love.  It is walking in humility, seeing more evil in your own heart than in any else’s heart.
 It is following after Christ-likeness in all of our responsibilities and relationships.  It is living with an eternal mindset.  But lest we become discouraged, holiness is not perfection.  It is seeking to grow in all these areas, and where failing, repenting and turning to Christ again and again.


Ryle reminds us that we must proclaim the clear call to holiness.  Gospel-centered mentors must make much of the need for holiness.  We must think much of what it means to be holy and whether we are truly progressing in holiness.  This is precisely why the Law of Christ must be preached every Sunday and in every mentoring appointment.  The high calling of Christian living must be taught every week.  But if that is all we teach, we fail. The only way we can progress in holiness is to abide in Christ by faith:  

He is the Physician to Whom you must daily go, if you would keep well.  He is the Manna which you must daily eat, and the Rock of which you must daily drink.

Ryle contributed much to help me seek to discover how Gospel-centered mentoring can clarify our responsibilities to act.  He is right in what he says about calling us to duty. Ryle confronts the Church with our slovenly use of the private and public means of grace.
  He is correct to rebuke us all for that.  I also agree with Ryle in his quote of 1 John 2:3--”We know that we have come to know Him if we obey his commandments.”
 

Ryle also does a masterful job in warning of the consequences of sin.  I totally agree that much must be made of the consequences of disobedience.  We must preach the dangers of presumption as well as the promises of the Gospel.  God’s people must be warned of the cost of sin and exhorted to not “linger” as did Lot. Yet listen to Ryle’s counsel: 

If you are a lingerer, you must just go to Christ at once and be cured--You must use the old remedy; you must bathe in the old fountain.  You must turn again to Christ and be healed.

It is this very “going to Christ” that most of the people I come into contact with do not seem to comprehend.  



We must continually remind people we are mentoring that in the context of grace and faith, works are still important.  The flesh tends to see either black or white, and sometimes to extremes.  The flesh often swings like a pendulum from one extreme to the other.  The flesh is unable to focus upon two truths that seem to be in tension.  The flesh wants to cry out, “It is either faith or it is discipline.”  It is both, but clearly faith is primary: 

The works of a professing Christian are of great importance.  They cannot save your soul.  They cannot justify you.  They cannot wipe out your sins...But it does not follow because they cannnot save you, that they are of no importance.


“To realize our spiritual need, and feel true spiritual thirst, is the ABC in saving Christianity.”
  I hope by “saving Christianity” Ryle means Christianity from beginning to end; I hope he means sanctifying as well as justifying Christianity.  We must see in Christ all the riches we could ever need or dream of for life and godliness.  

Many books on Christian growth and mentoring were written throughout the twentieth century.  However, very few of these works maintained the Reformed emphasis on faith in Christ as the foundation and springboard of all spiritual growth and transformation.  Unfortunately, the result was, at times, a discipling methodology void of the power of the blood of Christ.  There were many casualties along the way.  Among them, at least for a season, was Francis Schaeffer, who experienced a crisis of faith in 1951-1952.  Through study and prayer, he arrived at a conclusion concerning the source of that crisis:  

Gradually I saw that the problem was that with all the teaching I had received after I was a Christian, I had heard little about what the Bible says about the meaning of the finished work of Christ for our present lives.

In more than a few mentoring strategies, people have been taught that the Christian life involves avoiding certain bad behaviors and doing certain godly behaviors.  They are then led to believe if they avoid the bad stuff and do the good stuff, they will be spiritual. Schaeffer points this out as incorrect.  

Schaeffer also exposes the heart of cheap grace when he notes that many folks who want to quickly get rid of the good list of disciplines and the bad list of taboos simply wanted to be allowed to do those taboos:  

We do not come to true spirituality or the true Christian life merely by keeping a list, but neither do we come to it merely by rejecting the list and shrugging our shoulders and living a looser life.

He points out that the true list all of us must use is the full spiritual force of the Ten Commandments.  Here we see a return to the basic structure of teaching and mentoring that the early Church and the Church of the Reformation used.  We must not merely look at the Ten Commandments as external behaviors; we must look at the internal nature of the Commandments that reaches our motives and relates to love for God and neighbor.
  He also reminds us that we must not merely look at the Ten Commandments for sins to avoid; we must also acknowledge what they command us to do positively:  We are to love God and love our neighbors and pursue all that such love entails.


We are to live out our Christian lives in light of our union with Christ.  We are to believe the Gospel truth that we have died with Christ and been raised to new life (Rom 6:1-8). As we live by faith in our co-crucifixion and co-resurrection with Christ, we must yield ourselves to Christ (Rom. 6:16-19).  Schaeffer  makes a good point when he states that this is not a sheer passivity.
  Because of the real, supernatural changes that have taken place by the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives, we can choose, and must be urged to yield ourselves to God.


Mary provided a helpful illustration when she said, “Be it done to me according to your word.”  Schaeffer calls this an active passivity:

She took her own body, by choice, and put it into the hands of God to do the thing that He said He would do, and Jesus was born.
 

The parallel with us is obvious.  God has given us very great and precious promises.  We must actively choose to look to Christ, to put our lives in God’s hands so He can do the thing that He has promised He would do, and Christ will be born in our lives.  What is tricky about this is that it all falls to the ground if we fail to believe that we live in a supernatural universe:  

The supernatural does not touch the Christian only at the new birth and then at his death or at the second coming of Christ, leaving the believer on his own in a naturalistic world during all the time in between.
 


Schaeffer says there are two reasons why Christians don’t bear fruit.  One reason is through ignorance.  The other reason stems from our not appropriating by faith what we say we assent to intellectually.  There are five possible causes of ignorance according to Schaeffer:

1. We are taught about justification, but are not taught about the present meaning of the work of Christ.

2. We are taught about becoming a Christian by faith, but left as though sanctification is by human effort.

3. We may have been taught antinomian error that it does not matter how we live or that we bring forth fruit.

4. We may have been taught that the way to fruitfulness is through a second blessing.

5. We may have never been taught that there is a supernatural reality to the work of Christ that we are to appropriate by faith after justification.


We shouldn’t be confused about appropriating the life of Christ through the agency of the Holy Spirit in order to progress in holiness: 

If we are truly Christians, we know how we were justified when we became Christians.  The practice of sanctification is very much parallel to what we know from justification.

The basis of both is the finished work of Christ.  In justification we must see that we can’t save ourselves.  In sanctification we must see that we can’t change ourselves.  Yes, we do make use of the means of grace as aids to our faith, as tutors to point us to Christ, but these things are not to be done as “though they themselves can or will cause us to live the Christian life or grow in it.”
 


In order to truly be humbled by our sin, we must own it and acknowledge it as ours alone and as against God alone.  There must be no excuse-making, no blame-shifting, no defending of self.
 We also must make sure that in emphasizing the perfection of the Law (exposing our sin and humbling our hearts so that we despair of changing ourselves), that we also continue to emphasize the hope of the Gospel and the need to feed on Christ with all expectation and confidence and joy.  We must not merely repent, we must “raise the hands of faith for God’s gift…The Christian life never ends on the negative.”
  

There is a negative, because man is a rebel.  But it does not end there; it always goes on to the positive.”
 “God means Christianity to be fun.
 

There should be a song of life and it should be sweet music.  The song of life is the Gospel of Christ.  His life is what brings sweet music into our souls.


One of the works that most impacted my thinking about mentoring is not even a book on mentoring, but a book on preaching: Dr. Bryan Chapell’s Christ-Centered Preaching.  Nonetheless, his ideas provided much of the impetus of my desire for Christ-centered mentoring.  According to Chapell, the only thing that makes Christian preaching distinctive is the “all-pervading presence of a saving and sanctifying Christ.”
 Probably the greatest summary statement of the last section of his book is this: 

When my listeners walk out the doors of this sanctuary to perform God's will, with whom do they walk?  If they march to battle the world, the flesh and the devil with only me, myself and I, then each parades to despair.  However, if the sermon has led all persons within sight of the Savior and they now walk into their world with His aid firmly in their grasp, then hope and victory brighten the horizon.

Every mentor or discipleship group leader needs to think through the same scenario.  In our zeal to train disciples and to establish them in the so-called basics, are we also leading them to self-reliance?


We need to be sure we are not preaching moralism to God's people.  Moral instruction and societal reform must not be our primary emphasis.
  True Biblical preaching leads people to the cross where they find the power and grace to be what He desires them to be and to do what He desires them to do.  True Biblical mentoring must have the same aim!  We must maintain a redemptive focus when we preach and when we mentor.

Another contemporary work that discusses the dynamic of spiritual transformation is Richard Lovelace’s Dynamics of Spiritual Life.  Lovelace states we must understand that the doctrine of justification is just one of a number of factors that lead to spiritual growth.  There are others, such as a deep conviction of the holiness of God (His justice and His love), and a deep conviction of sinfulness revealing human need.  If these other factors are missing, then even if we hold to justification by faith alone, the spiritual life will suffer.
 To live in light of our justification by grace and our union with Christ is to follow the Biblical mandate for growth:  

Christians should always assume they start each day at the top of the ladder in contact with God and renew this assumption whenever they appear to have slipped a rung.
  

However, we must realize that a one-sided emphasis on justification, if not associated with an equal emphasis on sanctification, will lead to “cheap grace.”
 


If there is to be true spiritual growth, people must be made so aware of their sin that fleeing to Christ in faith is their only recourse.  We must realize that only the Holy Spirit can bring such a conviction of sin.  Sin must be revealed as not merely “isolated acts of conscious disobedience to God but a deep aversion to God.”
 


It is interesting that Lovelace learned through his study of history that spiritual lethargy is often due to dead, formalized religiosity leading to rebellion.
   This reminds me of Paul’s words that in the end times people will forbid marriage and the eating of certain foods.
  Too often we see the godlessness of the end times in strictly immoral practices, instead of realizing that the flesh can also pull us into the more respectable sin of formalism:


The evangelical movement has been losing ground theologically since the Second Great Awakening, and this trend has to be reversed unless we want to go on seeing shallow and short-lived results.

This is one of the potential challenges facing discipleship in our day.  It has sometimes been reduced to formalism which bears little spiritual fruit.  Theology is, unfortunately, sometimes seen as irrelevant and not practical enough.  The truth is, there is nothing more practical than theology, because everything that is practical and ethical and fruitful only flows out of believing right theology.


Lovelace, through his research, boils down the elements or conditions for renewal to several factors:  We need to understand the holiness of God; we need to understand the depth of our sin; we need to understand the doctrine of justification (us in Christ); we need to understand the doctrine of sanctification (Christ in us); we need to understand our adoption as sons/daughters, and the Spirit of sonship; we need to understand our authority in Christ in spiritual conflict; we need to understand the picture of the outworking of the Gospel in daily life.
   However, we must never reduce the Christian life to mere head knowledge.  Only the Holy Spirit can enable us to live by faith in doctrinal propositions so that our lives are changed.


We are to teach people that the primary way we mortify sin is through repentance and faith:  

The lifelong process of mortifying sin involves a gradual detection process by which the particular forms in which sin expresses itself in our lives, our characteristic flesh, are uncovered to our view.
 

Then, as sin is uncovered, the Spirit draws us back to the cross of Christ where we repent of our sin and apprehend once more the justifying work of Christ on our behalf, and apprehend as well the sanctifying power of the blood of Christ. We must emphasize, lest people think this leads to passivism, that failure to engage in the disciplines God reveals in His Word would also be part of the lifelong process of sin we must detect and bring to the cross.

It is vital to keep in mind that:

“the anesthetic of grace is constantly needed in the healing process of sanctification along with the surgical ministry of the Law.”
  

People who preach on the practical ethics of holy living would not think of going a day without using the Law to reveal those ethics.  Why then should we think of going a day without preaching grace as well?

Law without grace provokes sin along with exposing it and aggravates it into some of its ugliest expressions...The counselor who is attempting to move people further in sanctification should therefore begin with a strong emphasis on justification and reiterate this often in the course of his work.


If we want to be transformed into godly people, we must fix our eyes upon Christ.  His resurrection power is available to those who look to Him in faith, not through a rigorous application of the will:  

Many aspects of the flesh are disarmed and eliminated by a deep apprehension of our justification by faith.  Faith in Christ cures unbelief, anxiety, and insecurity, and in so doing it cuts the roots of envy, jealousy and a host of related egocentric fleshly patterns.

Sanctification is by faith, but we must make sure this is not understood as  passivism or quietism.  Just because sanctification is ultimately by faith, it doesn’t negate the need for strenuous effort and striving.  It must be said also, that all efforts of the will against sin are not automatically fleshly or legalistic.  There must be a dependent striving.
 

Unless people are secure in the Gospel, they will usually tend toward formalistic religion and legalistic tendencies:  

Men who are not secure in Christ cast about for spiritual life preservers with which to support their confidence, and in their frantic search they not only cling to the shreds of ability and righteousness  they find in themselves, but they fix upon their race, their membership in a part, their familiar social and ecclesiastical patterns and the culture as a means of self-recommendation. The culture is put on as though it were armor against self-doubt, but it becomes a mental straitjacket which cleaves to the flesh and can never be removed except through comprehensive faith in the saving work of Christ.
 


One book that helped me think through the various perspectives on sanctification is Christian Spirituality: Five Views of Sanctification, edited by Donald Alexander.  The five views are those of a Reformed, a Lutheran, a Wesleyan, a Pentecostal and a Contempletive persuasion.


The Lutheran contributor, Gerhard Forde, states that sanctification “is a matter of getting used to justification.”  In other words: 

sanctification is a matter of being grasped by the unconditional grace of God and having now to live in that light.
 

As we begin to truly grasp the love and favor of God over us because of the work and merit of Christ, we will love God more and more in response:  

Under the pressure of the total gift, we might actually begin to love God as God, our God and to hate sin.  Think of it: We might actually begin to dislike sin and to hope for its eventual removal.


The Reformed response by Sinclair Ferguson focuses upon the “Third Use of the Law,” that is, as a rule for life. This Third Use of the Law shows us our high calling as Christians.  It points out where we are out of form and also reveals very specifically what we are to expect the Holy Spirit to be working in us.  Finally, as we look to Christ in faith for our sanctification, the Law shows us where we are to focus our efforts.  Though it is God who is at work in us both to will and to work according to His good pleasure, He doesn’t treat us as sticks or rocks.  The Word commands us to strive to apprehend Christ by faith, and then commands us to strive to pursue holy actions.  We are encouraged to look to Christ, and then to use our renewed and Spirit-empowered will to choose to do what is right and to choose to avoid what is wrong.


This Reformed view, presented by Sinclair Ferguson, emphasizes two features: “Jesus Christ himself is our sanctification and holiness (1 Cor. 1:30); and it is through union with Christ that sanctification is accomplished in us.”
 Our sanctification is to be found in the work of Christ by virtue of His perfect life, His substitutionary death and His resurrection to life.  He purchased and guaranteed our sanctification and we are to lay hold of it by faith.  By virtue of our union with Christ, we have died to sin’s dominion by a supernatural work of grace.  In addition, by virtue of our union with Christ we have received a new heart with new impulses, also by a supernatural work of grace.  However, since we live in a fallen world and are bombarded with erroneous thinking, and since we have an enemy bent on our defeat, and since we are still marred by the presence of sin, the Christian life is warfare.  In this warfare, we are called upon to engage “our minds, wills, emotions and actions.”
 Particularly, we are called upon to engage these faculties in the context of four arenas: the Word of God, the Providences of life, the Fellowship of the Church, and the Sacraments.


Through the Word of God we are convicted of sin and unrighteousness within us and are driven back to Christ.  But the Word of God also reveals that pattern of living through which holiness of heart is expressed.  The Word of God presents the riches of the Gospel in Christ and the image of renewed humanity formed by the Holy Spirit.
 We will also experience spiritual growth as we trust in our union with Christ in the midst of divine providences.  Afflictions have a way of exposing sin that we were previously unaware of; as a result we see afresh our need for Christ. Through the fellowship of the Church we hear the word preached, engage in worship, submit to discipline and minister to one another. Through the Sacraments we are called in a powerful way to look to Christ and to feed upon the benefits of our salvation in Him.  We must be convinced that He is the pearl of great price, the treasure of all we could ever need or long for.


Another book similar to Christian Spirituality is Five Views on Sanctification, published by Academie Books.  One of the greatest hindrances to practical holiness in the Church today is traceable to our view of the Christian basics.  This problem is illustrated in the words of Marvin Dieter about John Wesley: 

His distinctive contribution was his conviction that true Biblical Christianity finds its highest expression and ultimate test of authenticity in the practical and ethical experience of the individual Christian and the Church and only secondarily in doctrinal and propositional definition.
 

The problem with this view, as I see it, is that he has destroyed any hope for realizing what he truly longs for!  I agree that as Christians we must be people who adorn the Gospel with holy lives.  I agree that the authenticity of our faith will be revealed in practical and ethical living.  However, the only hope for such practical and ethical living is a right understanding and apprehending of doctrinal and propositional truths, particularly, those truths and propositions related to the Gospel blessings attained by Christ through His life, death and resurrection.  A rigorous pursuit of practical guidelines and ethical standards will not lead to adorning the Gospel of Christ with beauty in the world, but either to a self-righteous, holier-than-thou, critical and condemning Church, or on the other hand to a joyless, bitter and despairing Church.


This Wesleyan view of what is most basic, primary and foundational in Christianity is what leads to “method-ism.”  If discipleship in our day is characterized by anything, it is the application of various “methods” to bring about Christian growth.  Once again, let me say that there is not necessarily anything wrong with methods in and of themselves; but there is a lot wrong with our methods by themselves.  The doctrines of grace, the benefits of Christ appropriated by faith, must form the foundation of all Christian growth and must go before and with all methods.


Of course, what is ironic about Dieter’s comment that Wesley’s contribution was to exalt ethics over doctrine, is that Wesley’s whole view of how the ethical life is lived hinges on his doctrinal understanding of entire sanctification and perfectionism.  What I do appreciate about the Wesleyan view of sanctification is that it emphasizes the truth that Christ’s death was not merely to remove our guilt but to free us to love.
 I also appreciate Wesley’s emphasis on the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives and that “the resources for victory lie not in the individual but in Christ.”
 Unfortunately, it seems to me that if you buy into the possibility of entire sanctification you necessarily end up minimizing sin and trivializing the Law.  In turn, you are less aware of the power of indwelling sin in your heart and will not feed as desperately upon Christ as you should.  But if we are not looking to Christ and trusting Him to apply His salvation to our lives in greater measure on a continual basis, there will be no real growth or renewal and our outward living will not become more godly.  Wesley did believe that the key to a holy life was moment by moment dependence upon God and upon the Holy Spirit.  However, in my opinion, Wesley’s low view of sin in the believer actually works against a radical dependence upon God.


Anthony Hoekema presents the Reformed view of sanctification as being just as concerned with the fruit of practical and ethical Christian living as is the Wesleyan view.  This is correct.  All the evangelical views believe that we have been saved in Christ to be holy.  The issue is, how are we to be made holy?  Hoekema explains it is through the “gracious operation of the Holy Spirit, involving our responsible action.”
  Once again we see the key point made that “we are sanctified in union with Christ.”
  

Hoekema’s description of the role of faith is instructive: 

First, by faith we continue to grasp our union with Christ, which is the heart of sanctification...Second, by faith we accept the fact that in Christ sin no longer has the mastery over us...Third, by faith we grasp the power of the Holy Spirit...Finally, faith is not only a receptive organ but also an operative power.  True faith, by its very nature produces spiritual fruit.
 

The Reformed doctrine of sanctification rightly emphasizes that though sanctification is a work of the Trinity, it also requires our responsibility.
  However, Hoekema asks, “Should we say, as some have done, that sanctification is a work of God in which believers cooperate?”  The correct response is that we don’t do any part of the work of sanctification, only God sanctifies.  As John Murray states, God works in us and “because God works we work.”


The Reformed view also stresses the negative and positive aspects of sanctification: we put to death sinful practices and we grow in the new nature.
  I keep going back to what Francis Schaeffer says: we must begin with faith.  The first step is passive.  We believe in active passivity.  Once we are driven to Christ and are feeding upon Him, we are to act on our faith and fight against sin with all the strength and zeal that we have in Christ.  God does not deal with us as sticks and rocks.  As His adopted children He has given us renewed minds and wills and as we abide in Christ by faith and apprehend our union with Christ we can say “No” to ungodliness and “Yes” to righteousness, and those are choices that we ourselves must make.  But when we fail, we are to flee to Christ and bask in the truths of our justification and adoption.  Only as we comprehend the infinite love and pleasure of God toward us, will our hearts continue to hunger to love and trust Him leading to progress in holiness.


The Reformed position tends to make much of the Third Use of the Law.  Because of this sometimes exclusive focus, I am inclined to agree with pentecostal Stanley Horton’s criticism of the Reformed view as it is generally held: 

The Reformed position still gives considerably less attention to the Holy Spirit than do the other positions...[and] gives a great deal more attention to the place of the Law, and saying that Spirit-led believers do their best to keep God’s Law.
 

I fear that at times the Reformed tradition so emphasizes the Third Use of the Law that people in that camp only hear what they are supposed to do, which leads on the one hand to self-effort and a mechanical use of the disciplines, and on the other hand to either self-righteousness where there is success, or frustration and defeat where there is failure.


As one who is firmly in the Reformed camp, and one who pastors people in a Reformed Church, I can say with great confidence that most people in our Churches hear the emphasis on keeping the Law more than they do the emphasis on faith in Christ, and the agency of the Holy Spirit, leading to a delight in the Law.  The Holy Spirit uses the Law to make 

the believer aware of sin...then the Spirit makes the believer sense his or her own helplessness to achieve holiness and creates a hunger and thirst after righteousness.

However, it was encouraging to read in Hoekema’s response that he agreed with Horton’s view in most respects, disagreeing with him mainly over the baptism of the Spirit.


I found it interesting that Hoekema had very little to say in response to Robertson McQuilkin’s essay on the Keswick perspective on sanctification, concerning its emphasis on faith.  This is the key emphasis in the Keswick perspective and it needs to be heard.  Yes there are extremes and even errors.  There is the problem of focusing on known sin instead of sinfulness.  There is also the problem of the carnal Christian.  One problem I would add, that Hoekema didn’t address, is the tendency toward passivism and quietism that is inherent in the Keswick perspective.  Yet, in spite of all these concerns, many Reformed Churches need to consider whether they have given the role of faith in Christ mere doctrinal lip service.

I have spent a much time interacting with books that deal heavily with the doctrine of sanctification, or how Christians grow.  The reason is obvious: mentoring is all about helping other Christians grow.  If we are to enter into relationships with that as the aim, we need to know what to emphasize to the protégés that will help them along.  Now that we have reviewed such works, it is time to turn our attention to books that speak more to the methodology of mentoring.

Part IV: Mentoring Strategies 


One of the first works attempting to give a complete understanding of mentoring was A.B. Bruce’s The Training of the Twelve.  Bruce often brings an emphasis on the Gospel to what he writes.  In the account of how Jesus taught Peter that he would become a fisher of men, Bruce observes that Peter had a slavish fear of God and points out that would need to change if he was ever to be an “apostle of a Gospel which magnifies the grace of God even to the chief of sinners.”
  Then, in the calling of Matthew, Christ immediately exposed His disciples to the dangers of Pharisaism.  Disciples need to learn from the outset that the Gospel is a Gospel for sinners.
 


Bruce is very insightful when he says that the disciples, in their training with Christ, were “students of Christian doctrine, and occasional fellow-laborers in the work of the kingdom.”
 Unfortunately, this is not the emphasis often followed today in traditional discipleship methodologies.  I also appreciate the way that Bruce ties the discipline of prayer to the Gospel.  He points out that when the disciples asked Christ about prayer they had growth in holiness in mind.  He asserts this by reminding us that Christ concludes His discourse on prayer in Luke 11 by saying, “How much more shall your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to them that ask Him!”
  The disciples were trained to look to the Holy Spirit as the agent of their sanctification.  Prayer makes repentance and dependence the foundation of all spiritual growth.


Bruce also makes a point that Jesus trained His men early on in the liberty of the Gospel.  From the very start, Jesus wanted His men to realize that they were free from the burden of legalism.  Christ wanted to warn His disciples against all formalism and mere externalism, and focus them on love for God from the heart.  The disciples needed to learn that God was pleased with them, not because of their carrying out of minute rules and traditions of men, but because of Christ’s work on their behalf.  Yet Jesus always was clear on the absolute holiness of God.  Whenever He would condemn the Pharisees for their ritualism, He would point out how far short of God’s holiness their ceremonies were.  The duty of the Church is to avoid legalism and formalism on the one hand, and godless libertinism on the other.



The impression we get from the way Bruce presents Christ’s method is that after the Disciples were amazed by the grace and freedom of being in Christ, they were then ready to share what had become “good news” to them.  Again we see the principle that if people are gripped by grace they will not be able to keep quiet about it.


Bruce also points out how often Christ taught on faith. Jesus taught His disciples on faith that they might look to Him, not only with respect to ministry needs, but that they might learn to feed upon Him for life and growth.
 Jesus made it very clear to the people who were so “works” conscious that the one necessary work was to believe.  “Christians eat the flesh and drink the blood of the Son of Man at all times, not merely at communion times, simply by believing in Him.”
 
Another of the classic works on discipleship is The Master Plan of Evangelism by Robert Coleman. One of the most famous lines in Coleman’s book is:

 His concern was not with programs to reach the multitudes, but with men whom the multitudes would follow.
 

The most effective way to build the Gospel into the live of others (or, to put it another way, to see Christ formed in others) is to spend time with them.
 

Life-on-life transference is the best way to see Christ formed in others:  

[Christ] ate with them, slept with them, and talked with them for the most part of His entire ministry.  They walked together along the lonely roads; they visited together in the crowded cities; they sailed and fished together in the Sea of Galilee; they prayed together in the deserts and in the mountains; and they worshipped together.
  

You can’t do this with everyone, and doing it with anyone means that your time to do other things is limited.  This is the cost of discipling others.

One of my concerns with Coleman’s work is that he may unintentionally minimize the role of theology and doctrine in his mentoring framework.  He writes that:

none of the disciples were asked at first to make a statement of faith or accept a well-defined creed...for the moment all they were asked to do was to follow Jesus.
 

I am afraid it is statements like these that have led to the minimization of doctrinal instruction in the discipleship process.  While Christ may not have carried a well-defined creed with Him, He did teach theology.  We also need to remember that when Paul instructed his converts, he always laid out doctrinal truths first, before he called people to specific obedience.  Disciples do need to be instructed in counting the cost, but only in light of the Pearl of Great Price: Jesus Christ.  Disciples do need to be called to consecration, but only in light of the glorious truths and promises of the Gospel.  All believers must be instructed in the non-negotiality of obedience.
 In addition, they must also be instructed in the grace of God to deal with their disobedience and the power of Christ to enable them to obey.


Coleman says there is no place for a slacker in the kingdom of God.  I would humbly submit that we are all slackers in desperate need of Christ to make us more committed to His cause.  All of us need to be exposed as slackers and taught to run to Christ in faith that we might experience the transforming power of His life in ours.  We must not fail to issue the call to commitment and consecration, but we must teach disciples how we grow in our commitment and consecration.  Coleman explains that Jesus gave Himself away for His disciples:  

He gave them His peace...He gave them His joy...He gave them all He had--nothing was withheld, not even his own life.
 

Coleman does a good job emphasizing the role of the Holy Spirit in our lives, and in emphasizing the place of teaching disciples on the role of the Holy Spirit.  

“They needed an experience of Christ so real that their lives would be filled with His Presence.”
 This principle needs to be emphasized not merely with respect to power in the ministry of evangelism and discipleship, but with respect to daily Christian living:  

After all, the power is in the Spirit of Christ.  It is not who we are but Who He is that makes the difference
 …We must have His life in us by the Spirit if we are to do His work and practice His teaching.

Jesus demonstrated the use of the means of grace for His disciples.  They  saw Him pray; they heard Him use Scripture; they witnessed Him witnessing; they listened to Him teach.  But even here we must be careful.  Coleman states: “People are looking for a demonstration, not an explanation.”
 Though true, this kind of statement can lead to minimizing doctrinal truth and can lead us down a road of method-ism and pragmatism that is void of love and spiritual power.


We must remember that we are not building the Gospel into people’s lives simply that they might have more joy and peace in Christ.  The Gospel of grace should lead to mission.  Therefore, as we disciple people in the Gospel we should seek to delegate ministry to them.
 Involvement in ministry will expose people to both success and failure.  Both will expose greater need for Christ.  Therefore, we must supervise disciples in ministry and be prepared to preach Christ to them in the context of success or failure.
  


If people are to be cast more and more upon Christ, we must keep the vision focused on the “total world mission of Christ.”
 Coleman continues:

We fail, not because we do not try to do something, but because we let our little efforts become an excuse for not doing more.
  

In order for disciples to keep on in obedience and service, “the main thing is to help them keep growing in grace and in knowledge.”
 Coleman adds:

Unless they live in His communion, and go forth in His purity and power...all our work with them [may] be nullified.


Another work on mentoring that is very thorough in its treatment of this topic is Carl Wilson’s With Christ in the School of Disciple Building.  Wilson’s understanding that we must lead disciples first to repentance and faith is very important:  

As long as a person still has confidence in his ability to make himself acceptable to God, he will continue trusting in himself...that is why the process of repentance leads to a person’s giving up the chief idols of his life...Growth occurs by faith.


It is true that most books on discipleship don’t make enough of the role of repentance and faith in the process of spiritual growth, which must find its way into every step of discipleship. Wilson says that the next step we must take disciples through revolves around enlightening them to the full identity of Christ.  A disciple: 

must understand that Christ’s death is adequate for his daily acceptance by God, so he can continue to follow Christ without fear.
 

We need to remind people that “Jesus’ ministry was an example of the joy of the Lord.”
   We must teach people the meaning of commitment while avoiding the error of legalism.  We need to emphasize that God wants mercy, not sacrifice.  Christ desires heart obedience to God’s Law and not mere external conformity.


One question that arises as I read Wilson is why he thinks the “exchanged life” is the last phase of mentoring.  It seems to me that disciples need to be taught these truths from the very beginning.  It is true that the disciples began to understand the “exchanged life” through Christ’s teachings of the cross, the resurrection and the ascension, as well as through the teachings of the Holy Spirit,
 but surely we are to expose disciples to these teachings as soon as possible.  This is the basis of everything else.  

Disciples need to be led to understand the weakness of the flesh from the very start.  Many of us are much too confident of our own strength.  The chorus of the disciples that none would disown Christ and all were ready to die is all too present in our hearts, when in fact, like them we are all too quickly scattered. Wilson does make a good point, however, in stating that looking to Christ is often much easier as a new believer, and overconfidence in the flesh is a particular sin to the “old” believer:  

Every Christian must come to understand the weakness of the flesh and rest in the Exchanged Life with Christ.  In the early steps of growth the Christian is motivated to look to Christ for help.

However, like the apostles, after a while we gain some skills and some competency, experience some successes, and we easily begin to trust in ourselves.  Or, just as bad, we begin to see the flesh only as doing bad things and not as the sinful spring that still pulls us against the Spirit:

Learning to rest in the power of God in Christ--a power available to the Christian through the Holy Spirit--is the last foundation stone for erecting a mature Christian life and for carrying out a joyful ministry.
 

Again, I don’t believe resting in the power of the Spirit ought to be the last factor brought into the equation, and I feel the exchanged life concept needs to be taught quite early in the mentoring process.


Wilson clearly states that the doctrine of justification by faith alone is “the doctrine that motivates the Christian to obedience.”
   People will not obey God rightly until they are connected to Christ by faith alone, and sense their standing before God is by grace alone.  Again, this is not merely an emotional motivation to obedience as a response of love for being loved, this is a supernatural response.  Faith connects us to Christ, and connection with the Vine produces fruit.  Disciples must be taught about their union with Christ as the source of power and change:  

Paul bases the ability of the Christian to live the Christian life on our believing that we are identified with Christ not only in His death for our sins, but also in His resurrection (Rom 6:4-11).
   

As we trust God’s love and power offered to us in the cross, we then are enabled by the Holy Spirit to be obedient even as Jesus was obedient.
 


Another significant work that has influenced my thinking with respect to mentoring is World Harvest Mission’s Sonship.  I have been mentored through this material, and have led many others through it as a mentor.  Sonship’s Gospel-centered material helps people grasp the wonder of grace and the depth of their need for a fresh work of the Cross in their lives. The stated goal of Sonship is: 

to produce disciples so wrought upon by the message of the cross that it becomes apparent to all that these people have a life crucified, where the will has been given to Christ, where Christ has so entered their lives that others must say, ‘they are Christlike.’

It is important to realize that the goal of the Sonship training program is Christlikeness.  One of the debates surrounding Gospel-centered or grace-oriented mentoring revolves around whether or not such approaches minimize holiness.  Such Gospel-centered approaches would claim that bringing glory and honor to God through holy and fruitful lives is the whole point of the training.  The real issue revolves around just how Christians grow in holiness and fruitfulness.  

Sonship would teach that people become holy and fruitful primarily by believing the Gospel.  The training, therefore, is focused upon the content of the Gospel to be believed, and the need to believe the Gospel every day.  This need to believe the Gospel is surfaced  as believers come to grips with the deep sinfulness of their flesh.  Therefore, the Sonship course summary begins with the phrase, “Cheer up! You are worse than you think.”
 The thesis is that seeing our sin is what drives us to Christ.  The more we comprehend our sinfulness, the more we will run to Christ.  

The more we run to Christ, the more we will be changed by Him.  The reason many Christians are not growing as they should is because they are not feeding deeply upon Christ by faith.  And the reason they are not feeding deeply upon Christ by faith is they don’t feel desperately needy because they are not aware of the depth of the sinfulness of the flesh.

However, Sonship is clear that we don’t see our sin as an end in itself.  The second concept emphasized is “Cheer up! God’s grace is much greater than you can imagine.”  The reason why many Christians aren’t that excited about knowing Christ or living in grace is because they don’t see the need.  As we become more aware of our sin, we become more and more aware of the riches of God’s grace:  

So, though we want to become deeply aware of our sin, we must be much more aware of the grace of God.  Where sin abounds, grace super-abounds.

The third concept of Sonship is that grace always goes somewhere in a person’s life.  In other words, the purpose of grace is bigger than personal comfort, joy and peace, though those fruits do flow from grace.  “Cheer up! God’s plan is much bigger than you think!” expresses the truth this material tries to teach.  As we continue to believe the Gospel, God will supernaturally lead us outside ourselves so that we bring glory to Him by living out the Gospel in lives of love, service and witness.

As we are led outside ourselves, the fourth theme of Sonship emerges: “Cheer up! God’s grace is perfected in weakness.” As the Gospel leads us to share God’s love with others, we will continually be pushed out into areas where we feel totally incompetent.  This exposes fresh areas of unbelief which shows us an even deeper need for the work of the Gospel in our lives.  Thus we find ourselves in the supernatural cycle of transformation: awareness of sin leading to an apprehension of the comfort and power of the Gospel, leading to service, leading to a deeper awareness of sin, leading to the power of the Gospel, leading to service, etc.  

Sonship uses as its central image the doctrine of adoption.  It emphasizes this doctrine because unless we understand our acceptance and standing before God as sons and daughters, it is too painful to see our sin.  Yet, without seeing our sin we won’t appropriate the grace of the Gospel, and if we don’t appropriate the grace of the Gospel we won’t be changed by the power of Christ.

Sonship distinguishes between Gospel-centered approaches to discipleship versus common or traditional approaches.  In summary, Sonship asserts that common approaches focus on behaviors, while Gospel approaches focus on believing; traditional approaches teach the dynamic that obedience leads to relationship, while Gospel approaches teach that relationship leads to obedience; life change in traditional discipleship occurs through spiritual effort, while life change in Gospel approaches is the result of the work of the Holy 

Spirit. 
 

In other words, common  approaches tend to teach that you are changed through trying harder and the motive is primarily duty. The aim of Gospel-centered approaches is to teach transformation through repenting and believing motivated by thanksgiving and love; holiness is sometimes defined in traditional approaches as doing more and better, while it is defined in Gospel-centered approaches as having more of Christ; finally, in common approaches, the flesh is sometimes portrayed as decreasing as we grow, while in Gospel-centered approaches the realization is seen that the flesh never improves and Christians become more aware of sin’s presence as they grow; the traditional approach then seems to define a disciple as a person of strength and competence while Gospel-centered approaches define a disciple as someone who recognizes they are the chief of loved sinners and chief repenters.

These emphases are entirely Reformed in doctrine, but the model is open to abuse and misunderstanding.  The emphasis on belief could be misunderstood as quietistic, meaning all the believer needs to do is “let go and let God.” It could be said that one of the weaknesses of Sonship is that it tends to minimize the role of striving after holiness that the Scriptures clearly teach (2 Peter 1, Hebrews, Philippians 2:12-13).  

Traditional models often seem to teach the Christian life as a two-step of repenting and trying harder.  The problem with this approach is that the power source of change, the Cross, is seemingly by-passed.  As Schaeffer writes in True Spirituality, there is no appropriating the present value of the blood of Christ for our daily lives.  Sonship addresses this problem by redefining the Christian two-step.  Rather than repent and try harder, it becomes repent and believe.  This is much more Biblical and leads people to the cross of Christ for resurrection/Gospel power.  

However, Sonship still presents an incomplete model in my view.  The Christian life is better seen, not as a two-step but as a three-step, a waltz!  The life of the Christian is a continuous dance of 1,2,3; 1,2,3; 1,2,3.  The three-step involves a lifestyle of repent, believe, fight.  The primary means of transformation is one of acknowledging our deep need for Christ through confession and repentance, and then looking to the power of the blood to be applied to our hearts by the Holy Spirit.  But, once repentance and faith are exercised, out of faith, we do need to fight to be obedient.

Another correction I would make to Sonship has to do with its central theme.  The main power source of transformation is not merely adoption, but the doctrine out of which adoption flows: union with Christ.  Sometimes Sonship material seems to teach that simply by virtue of understanding we are loved, we will be changed.  There is, obviously, some truth to that statement. But the deeper truth is that we are changed supernaturally through our ever-strengthened union with Christ, and not merely by the good emotions we have because we are loved.  The grace of God is not merely a comfort and a joy that naturally leads to obedience, but also a power that supernaturally transforms our hearts by the Holy Spirit, and compels us to obedience.

The Sonship material begins by attempting to expose the Church’s shallow belief in the Gospel, because we have a shallow awareness of our sin.  This beginning is very similar to Schaeffer’s experience recorded in the introduction to True Spirituality.  The truth taught can be summarized by two propositions: You can’t see your sin until you see Jesus; but you can’t see Jesus until you see your sin.  Unless you have some apprehension of the love and mercy of God in Christ, it is too painful to see your sin.  It is so painful and devastating that we engage in all kinds of blame-shifting and excuse-making (Genesis 3) to avoid seeing our sin.  The problem then, is that we can’t be transformed, because sanctification occurs primarily through the process of repenting and believing.  The second proposition is that we’ll never really see Jesus, the wonder of His love or the depth of His grace, until we truly see the depth of our own sinfulness.

Sonship material goes on to reveal that each of us tends to be a self-righteous Pharisee in life.  We are so addicted to performance and duty because we believe God treats us according to our fulfillment of the demands of the Law.  The result is that if we feel we have succeeded, we struggle with self-righteousness, and if we feel we have failed we struggle with despair.  We tend to work ourselves into a frenzy, trying harder and harder to avoid God’s displeasure, and trying harder and harder to earn and merit His favor.  We seem to be a people who know we are free from God’s wrath in hell because of our conversion, but from that point on it’s up to us to maintain God’s delight in us through our godly lifestyles.  We then can begin to see God as a demanding Tyrant, or Cosmic Policeman, and we begin to lose our joy.  

The main problem is we tend to minimize our sinfulness as well as God’s holiness if we think there is ever a time we can merit or maintain God’s favor based on our performance of the Law.  The truth is, our hearts are never perfect in light of the standards of God’s holiness, and we are always in need of the perfect righteousness of Christ to give us the hope of God’s delight.  Our problem is, however, we really don’t think we’re that bad off, and we continue to believe that if we just try a little harder, that sense of God’s delight based on our own performance is just over the next hill.  This is why Sonship emphasizes the blackness of the human heart.  We tend to minimize it and when we do we won’t live in constant dependence upon the righteousness of Christ, or upon the power of His blood for our present lives.  

The problem seems to be, however, that this emphasis on a believer’s sinfulness can become obsessive to the point of being unhealthy.  It is possible, with this mindset, to begin to minimize the redemptive hope of Christ and only see sin everywhere.  Through the Gospel, there is real hope of change, not perfection, but progress.  If we’re not careful, the material in Sonship can lead to a “Woe is me, I’m such scum” mentality.  The fact is, because of union with Christ and our identity in Him, we are not scum. We are regenerate!  We are indwelt by the Holy Spirit.  Yes, we are redeemed sinners, and we grow through the process of repenting, believing and fighting, but our sinfulness is not the key point, our identity in Christ is.  In addition, there may be people in the Church who are more identified as recovering Antinomians than recovering Pharisees.

Again, I believe a weakness of Sonship may be its relatively exclusive focus on adoption.  There should be a greater emphasis on regeneration as well as union with Christ.  Through regeneration, the stony, cold Adamic heart has been removed from us and we are new creatures in Christ. Yes we have indwelling sin, and yes, most Christians minimize that flesh and therefore their own sinfulness.  Sonship may run to the other extreme and minimize our newness in Christ.  Our newness is not merely one of standing, but of heart as well.  We must be careful about labeling renewed hearts as sinful.  Surely the flesh is sinful, but Christian hearts are renewed.

One real strength of Sonship is its correct emphasis on the Reformed doctrine of justification.  Particularly, the material makes much of double imputation—our sin to Christ and His righteousness to us.  Justification, therefore, is not merely forgiveness: just-as-if-I’d never sinned.  Justification is also acceptance: just-as-if-I’d done everything right.  The Heidelberg Catechism, Question 60, cannot be improved upon:

Q: How are you right with God?

A: Only by true faith in Jesus Christ.

Even though my conscience accuses me of having grievously sinned against all God’s commandments and of never having kept any of them, and even though I am still inclined toward all evil, nevertheless, without my deserving it at all, out of sheer grace, God grants and credits to me the perfect satisfaction, righteousness, and holiness of Christ, as if I had never sinned nor been a sinner, as if I had been as perfectly obedient as Christ was obedient for me.  All I need to do is accept this gift of God with a believing heart.


Sonship does an excellent job of teaching the Reformed doctrine of passive righteousness, and the gift of that righteousness being ours through faith alone.  The material also does a good job at revealing how a deep understanding of justification is necessary, so we can be honest about our sinfulness.  Again, the aim of the Christian life is not to confess sin, but it is an awareness of our sinfulness that drives us to the hope of the Gospel where our faith recognition of our union with Christ is strengthened and renewed, and supernatural life change occurs.  We need to live in light of our justification every moment, so that we don’t get discouraged when we come face to face with our sinful flesh.


Sonship does well re-acquainting present day believers with the Second Use of the Law.  This is an important corrective for Christians in the Reformed segment of the Church who have a tendency to focus exclusively on the Third Use of the Law.  Many believers who only see the Third Use of the Law tend to expect the Law to secure for us the standing before God that only the Gospel can secure.
  When we don’t live in light of our justification, it leads to all kinds of problems in the Church.  We want our righteousness to be noticed and affirmed by others, we get defensive when our shortcomings and sins are exposed, so we compare ourselves with others.  As one of the lesson writers states, we are basically asking the Law to be our Jesus.
 


Another strength of Sonship is that it exposes how some Christians trivialize the Law.  We tend to water down the Law of God so that we can feel good about ourselves at the end of the day.  Rather than letting God’s Law be the uncompromising standard of God’s absolute holiness, we file it down.  We want a sense of God’s delight based upon our performance of the Law, rather than having to depend upon the righteousness that is ours through faith in Christ.  The flesh hates having to depend upon Christ! Therefore we tend to externalize the Law, and forget that the Law demands a perfect heart with perfect motives of perfect love for God and for others:  

Our hope is in our Law-keeping, our rule-keeping and that when you keep the rules, life will go well for you, life will go better for you.
 

Sometimes Sonship is accused of leading people to become self-centered with the Gospel.  Some think that grace is the best means of self-fulfillment available to humans.  But the truth is, this self-centered tendency is addressed constantly in the material.  Over and over we are reminded that the Gospel has to go somewhere outside of ourselves.  If we truly understand our standing and identity as sons and daughters, we will act like sons and daughters.  

One of my complaints, however, is that there is very little exposition of how sons and daughters should act. There is little training in the means of grace and no emphasis on the right partaking of the Sacraments.  I realize that this material is very focused, but there needs to be a clear statement that the “fight” aspect of the Christian waltz is an essential element.  One element that is covered is spending time with the Father,  replacing the term “Quiet Time” with “Fellowship with the Father,” and putting this one means of grace in a proper relational focus.  I only wish the Sonship did the same thing with the other means of grace.


Most of Sonship focuses on the key elements of transformation, repentance and faith.  The chapter on repentance does a great job of making it primarily relational and not behavioral.  This chapter clearly distinguishes between true and false ideas of repentance, and effectively uses the book of Hosea, particularly chapters 6 and 14, to highlight the differences.  The chapters on faith correctly point out the human tendency to leave faith as the primary means of change and move toward self-reliant human effort.  And, once again, the chapters on faith make it clear that as we apprehend the benefits of the Gospel by faith, the fruit will be expressions of love to God and others.


This material presents the Christian life as one of progress in the Gospel.  It clearly teaches that at times living out of the Gospel feels like going backward rather than moving forward.  Here again, Sonship can be interpreted too negatively and lead some sensitive Christians to despair.  Obviously one could respond that they are in despair because they do not choose to believe the Gospel, but the emphasis in the material must take part of the blame as well.  People need to be reminded that not only has their identity been changed, but their condition has been transformed as well.  They are regenerate through faith in Christ.  They are indwelt by the Holy Spirit of God.  God’s powerful grace and the resurrected life of Christ are being perfected within them.  There is hope!  Believers not only need to see the reality of indwelling sin, they must see the reality of the life of Christ in them as well!  Yes, our understanding of the size of the Cross, of the sufficiency of the work of Christ, must grow as we discern more of God’s holiness and see more of our sin.  At the same time, there needs to be a real expectation that not only others, but I myself, will see more of the power of Christ at work in me as I am changed by Him.


We are constantly reminded in Sonship that, to the extent we are not resting in the finished work of Christ as our righteousness, we will turn to substitutes for Christ--idols.  If we are not believing the Gospel, we will minimize our sin, or we will idolize the Law and our performance of it.  Others who fail to believe the Gospel will turn to other idols to try to dull the pain of not feeling accepted by the Father.  If we are not focused on Christ, we will develop other addictions such as money, sex and power.


We are also constantly reminded that the way up into a life of holiness and godliness is the way down into a life of humility, of repentance and desperate dependence upon Christ.  As you are dependent upon Christ, “the Spirit moves you out.”
 We are reminded that “the renewal that God is bringing in your life leads somewhere.  It goes somewhere.  It isn’t for you.  There’s a push behind it.  There is a propulsion in it.  It wants to push you out into new areas.”
 

I have one other concern of Sonship: if students are not careful, they may develop a lingo that could make others feel uninitiated.  Terms such as “sonship”, “running to the cross”, “preaching the Gospel to yourself,” “grace” and others can make people feel excluded from a spiritual fraternity of those familiar with the language.  There are many ways to come to such a Gospel-centered perspective of the Christian life, the greatest of which is through the Scriptures alone. Sonship simply teaches basic New Testament theology.  There may be some gaps in its focus, and its theological perspective may need a slight correction, but on the whole the Sonship course is a great tool to help Christians understand justification, adoption and the need to live in light of those great doctrinal truths every day of their lives.

In summary, although Sonship emphasizes justification and adoption, its material is weak in not being more grounded in union with Christ.  In addition, the Sacraments are not emphasized at all, nor are other means of grace given much notice.  Put another way, Sonship tends to address recovering Pharisees but not recovering Antinomians.  Finally, Sonship is simply the foundation of a mentoring relationship and growing in Christ; there is much to be added after someone is grounded in these essential truths.

Part V: A Contemporary Critique of Traditional Mentoring


Jim Petersen is a man deeply challenged to consider the inadequacy of much contemporary thinking on mentoring.  His words near the beginning of his book, Lifestyle Discipleship, helped to lay the foundation for this study:  “Thirty years of discipleship programs and we are not discipled.”
  Petersen has my attention because he admits that traditional discipleship is sometimes missing something, and that “something” is what hinders lives from being truly transformed.


Oftentimes we are taught through traditional discipleship to “move with the movers.”
 The problem is that these “movers and shakers” are often people with incredible giftedness and high self-confidence.  Unfortunately, such self-confidence works against the methodology of growth in the Gospel, in which “the way up is the way down.”  This isn’t to say that gifted, competent people can’t be discipled.  What it means is that to disciple gifted, competent people we must teach them that their own gift-mix and abilities are not what is most important. We must lead people in Christ-centered discipleship.  We must help people see their need for Christ and show them how Christ and His work are the only sure means of growth.


Petersen states very clearly that the “basics” of discipleship must begin with laying the foundation of the Gospel:  

When we stop and think about the great truths that comprise the Gospel, we must quickly acknowledge that they are of such magnitude that they do indeed leave no space for anything else.
  

The entire Bible is so intensely Christ-centered that to remove Him from its text would leave us with nothing.  He is the foundation.  He is also the superstructure that goes on the foundation.
 

People must be established in the truths of the Gospel if they are to grow in maturity and ministry.  They need to understand and apprehend the work of Christ on their behalf, not only His work of justification, but His work of sanctification as well.


We have often been teaching people in discipleship programs that they need to share their faith.  We have been giving people the skills to go out and share their faith.  The problem is, the research suggests, most disciples aren’t sharing their faith!  Why is this? One reason may be that people have not really been gripped by the majesty of the Gospel.  For so many of us it is simply words.  If people are to share the Gospel it must be deep music for them.  “The more the Gospel takes hold of us, the more difficult it becomes to keep quiet about it.”


If people are truly to grow in their love for God then they must know of God’s love for them in Christ.  “An understanding of grace is the starting point for all spiritual progress.”
  People need to be instructed from the start on the great truth of justification.  Then they must be taught to walk in light of their justification every day.  Petersen repeats himself: “An understanding of grace is the starting point for all spiritual progress.”


As we help people discover what is involved in spiritual growth, we must encourage them that it is normal to feel like they are in a battle.  Disciples must be taught about the reality and power of indwelling sin.  They must also be encouraged that Christ has purchased the victory.  The Christian life is a battle, but a battle that will be won.  In addition, as we talk about life change, we must be clear about one thing: 

The changes God is interested in producing in us go far deeper than merely dropping some old behavior patterns and replacing them with new ones.
 

We must work first on what people believe about the world around them.  We must first affect the mind and heart, this in turn will impact values, and values will affect our behavior. Unfortunately, traditional discipleship often rushes right in to address behavior. Sometimes doctrine is addressed, but is not emphasized enough to so affect world view and values that behavior is changed from the inside out.  This is why Paul often teaches the great truths of the Person and Work of Christ before he addresses ethics in his epistles.


The first thing disciples must be taught is the truths of the Gospel.  Then they need to understand that in light of the amazing love of God, all God commands and prohibits is beautiful.  They must also be instructed that sin is deceitful; it will seek to make God’s commands and prohibitions burdensome, and make sin appear delightful.  Disciples must  be taught to flee to Christ and His life in order to nourish the new man enough so that they can say “No” to sin and “Yes” to righteousness.  Finally, they need to trust in the power of the Holy Spirit and make choices in accord with the specific commands and prohibitions in Scripture.  Christian discipleship must not be reduced to behavioralism.  

Christian discipleship must preach the imperatives based on the indicatives.  Unfortunately, in traditional discipleship approaches we turn things around and put the cart before the horse. We focus on behavior rather than on transformation of the heart.
  Petersen continues:

When we begin by giving a young Christian our personal version of the rules, when that is the first thing he or she gets from us, we might get that person’s conformity--but it won’t be out of conviction.  So it will be done in the flesh, by willpower rather than by the Spirit’s power.  This fosters two misconceptions: The first is, ‘God will accept me if I obey these rules and reject me if I don’t.’  The second is, ‘It’s up to me to make this Christian life work.’  Grace is obscured in either case.
    

Even if the “rules” are good rules and are based on the Biblical rules of the disciplines, grace will be obscured if they are the first things we give disciples.


We must disciple people in the context of their every day experiences of life.
  Instead of being so eager to get them through the “material,” we should seek to bring the relevance of the Gospel into their current circumstances, and help them to apply the power of the risen Christ to their lives.  Obviously, we must teach disciples the importance of the Scriptures.  We must not, however, get immediately into the “how to’s.”  First, we must lay the groundwork of world view.  What does God say about the Scriptures?  Why does God say they are important?  We must present the Scriptures as much more than a mere rulebook, or guidebook for life.  People must be taught a Christ-centered paradigm of Bible reading.


We also must train people to see the place that struggle plays in spiritual transformation.
 The more we expect struggle, the less disillusioned we will be when we face it.  Also, the more we face it, the more we will be humbled in it.  It is this response of humility in our struggles, the admission that we can’t win without abiding in Christ, that releases or appropriates the power of the Holy Spirit:  

We are strong, not because we are strong but because we are weak.  We can control our behavior only because we have learned we cannot.
 

But we must not think this truth is captured and internalized so easily.  It often takes proof to convince us that we are bankrupt in the flesh.  We do not easily submit to the proposition that in our flesh dwells no good thing.  We hear that Christ is who we must lean upon, but we so easily and automatically walk in the power of our own resources.


We also must be careful that we don’t disciple people in “Nike Christianity” involving people:

going to the Bible, understanding what it says about your experience and what needs to be done.  Then you just set out and do it...under your own power.  There are no humiliating admissions involved, and your pride stay intact.  It’s quite nice.”
 

Without in any way intending this, traditional approaches to discipleship often push us in this direction.  There is not enough emphasis on the reality and depth of our sinfulness.  We are led to feel that because we are not doing something right, we just need to get it right.  

We are not often led to see that the flesh is more sinful than we realized, and there is no hope for us apart from appropriating the work of the cross in our lives.  We often make the same mistake in discipleship that the Galatians made: “After beginning with the Spirit, are you now trying to attain your goal by human effort?”
  The answer, all too often, is yes.

Part VI: Summary Statement

My conclusion of this literature review is that, while there are books on theology and books on mentoring, there are few studies available that seek to wed solidly Reformed theology with mentoring.  In addition, there are mentoring books that emphasize the disciplines, and there are mentoring books that emphasize the Gospel, but again there are few studies available that seek to wed the Gospel and the disciplines.  That is why this study needed to be done: to discover a way to develop a Gospel-centered mentoring strategy that holds the many facets of the Gospel in balance.

Chapter Three: Project Methodology

DESIGN OF THE STUDY

The data for this study was gathered from personal interviews with fourteen Christian leaders who have been engaged in mentoring relationships for at least five years (See Appendix B for information on the respondents).  Some were pastors or missionaries, others were leaders of mentoring ministries or women’s ministries. Several interviewees would not consider mentoring their full-time job, while others would.  Some interviewees mentor protégés as a part of their calling as college or seminary professor,  president of an educational institution or counselor. All were Reformed in their theological persuasion.  

In considering whom I would interview I depended upon recommendations from people I know, and people who have a clear understanding of what this paper sought to discover.  I therefore used what Sharon Merriam calls purposeful sampling: 

Purposeful sampling is based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most can be learned.
 
The people interviewed were mentors who already seek to follow a Gospel-centered model.  I chose these individuals because I believe that they all, like me, have wrestled, and are wrestling, with the issues surfaced in the Statement of the Problem.  I had a specific focus for this project and was not interested in studying a variety of mentoring strategies.  My aim was to discover how Gospel-centered mentors apply the Gospel framework in a mentoring methodology.

I chose to do qualitative research as the foundation of this study.  Since so little work has been done on Gospel-centered mentoring, qualitative research, which:

builds abstractions, concepts, hypotheses or theories rather than tests existing theory” provides the best (and perhaps only) methodology for study.
  

Merriam points out that:

often qualitative studies are undertaken because there is a lack of theory…there are therefore no hypotheses to be deduced from theory to guide the investigation.
 

The Literature Review (Part II) clearly revealed that there is little available in the Church with respect to Gospel-centered mentoring.  There are no models available that could provide hypotheses to be tested, or theory to guide the investigation.  My aim, therefore, was to utilize qualitative research to develop a theory that explained the data rather than find data to confirm a theory through quantitative methods.

In addition, a qualitative study best suited the purpose of this study, because I truly was seeking to discover from experienced mentors how to consistently apply the Gospel in mentoring relationships.  I didn’t come into the study with an hypothesis of my own to be tested, so much as with a hunger to learn from others.  Therefore, a qualitative approach was better suited to this study than a quantitative method, because it seeks to understand “the phenomenon of interest from the participants’ perspectives, not the researcher’s.”

Additionally, since anyone who seeks to be Gospel-centered in mentoring relationships must be a continual learner, qualitative research is relevant because the “design of a qualitative study is emergent and flexible, responsive to changing conditions of the study in progress.”
 

Specifically, I chose to use the constant comparative method of data analysis to guide this study:  

Basically, the constant comparative method involves comparing one segment of data with another to determine similarities and differences…data  are grouped together on a similar dimension.  This dimension is tentatively given a name; it then becomes a category.  The overall object of this analysis is to seek patterns in the data.  These patterns are arranged in relationship to each other in the building of a grounded theory.
 

In the constant comparative method of analyzing data: 

the research begins with a particular incident from an interview, field notes, or document and compares it with another incident in the same set of data or in another set.  These comparisons lead to tentative categories that are then compared to each other and to other instances. Comparisons are constantly made within and between levels of conceptualization until a theory can be formulated.
 

In the data analysis I began with descriptive accounts of what I learned from the interviews and went on to category construction.  I looked for themes flowing from the data itself.  Sorting and grouping bits of information according to what they had in common enabled me to form categories.  These categories were relevant to the study and actually formed the answers to my research questions.
 

Since I am so motivated to learn more about Gospel-centered mentoring because of my own mentoring experiences, qualitative research’s emphasis on being sensitive or highly intuitive to the information being gathered fits well with this study.
 Finally, my own personal make-up and abilities fit well with the qualitative method of research.  Qualitative research requires that the investigator be a “good communicator,”
 and I believe that is one of my gifts.  In addition, I tend to think according to process, making new discoveries as I go and developing new theories as I gather more and more information.  I also tend to think out loud as I speak with others about the topic at hand.  These elements of my personal make-up mesh well with the qualitative approach.

INTERVIEW DESIGN

I used a semi-structured interview format to gather my information.  This offered a mix of more or less structured questions, which enabled me to gather some specific information from all the respondents.  However, as Merriam points out: 

the largest part of the interview [was] guided by a list of questions or issues to be explored, and neither the exact wording nor the order of the questions [was] determined ahead of time.
 

I did not give interviewees my questions in advance of our actual conversations. Respondents simply had agreed beforehand to allow me to interview them concerning Gospel-centered mentoring.  Thankfully, each respondent was very excited and enthusiastic about the topic!

Each interview began with more structured questions to gain the specific background information needed from each respondent.  Then questions were asked related to the three components of a Gospel-oriented mentoring strategy.  The interview guide was just that, a guide, but conversation often went in new and even unexpected directions relating to the purpose of this paper.

I began my interview by giving the respondents some of my background and my experience with mentoring relationships.  Then I asked them to give me part of their story.  The last part of the introductory questions asked them to give their own definition of Gospel-centered mentoring, and probed their views on the role of faith and responsibility in Christian growth.  In addition, I wanted to hear what they thought about the fact that so much of the available mentoring material is primarily behavior-oriented.  I needed to do all I could to make sure we were working off the same page and using vocabulary defined by similar concepts.

The second section of questions dealt with the interpersonal component of mentoring. I sought information from the respondents concerning how a Gospel-centered approach to mentoring affected the personal relationship with the protégé. In this section I wanted to explore each respondent’s view of the ideal mentoring relationship.  Particularly, I wanted to discover how these mentors applied the Gospel of grace to such elements as expectations and accountability in the relationship.  I was also seeking to discover the particular aspects of building a mentoring relationship that the respondents felt flowed out of a Gospel of grace paradigm.  There were also some how-to questions related to ways of keeping the relationship focused on the heart rather than behavior, and whether the learning styles of protégés enter into the direction the relationship takes.

The third section of interview questions explored the structural component of mentoring.  I informed the respondents that this area dealt with intentionality, direction, strategy and curriculum.  My desire was to discover how form and freedom relate in a Gospel-centered mentoring relationship. I wanted to know what they thought was important during the initiation of the relationship. I also wanted to see where training in the means of grace fit in the relationship, and how that could be presented so as to maintain an emphasis on grace rather than performance.  Finally, I wanted to learn from the respondents how they determined the direction in which the relationship should go, and with just how much strategy and intentionality they approached the relationship.

The last section of interview questions revolved around the supportive component of mentoring.  I told the respondents that these questions related to the environment, particularly in the local Church, which most fostered effective Gospel-centered mentoring relationships.  I wanted to discover those critical elements which best support Gospel-centered mentoring.  My aim was to hear comments that would help me discover the roles of pastor, staff and officers of the Church in helping to create an environment that developed Gospel-centered mentoring.  I was also hoping to discover how important the local Church context was in keeping mentoring relationships focused on the Gospel.

I tape-recorded each interview, then had each of the interviews transcribed, collecting 371 pages of interview data.  Notes were also taken during the interview concerning comments that needed follow up questions to be asked, or related to statements that were particularly powerful and relevant. 

I felt very fortunate to be led through the steps of this research by one of my elders who has a Ph.D. achieved through a qualitative study.  He first led me in the practice of open coding: 

Broadly speaking, during open coding, data are broken down into discrete parts, closely examined, and compared for similarities and differences.  Events, happenings, objects and actions/interactions that are found to be conceptually similar in nature or related in meaning are grouped under more abstract concepts termed ‘categories.
 

I initially engaged in microanalysis, a:

detailed, line-by-line analysis necessary at the beginning of a study to generate initial categories (with their properties and dimensions) and to suggest relationships among categories.

After microanalysis surfaced some initial categories, I re-read each interview in its entirety and highlighted passages, color-coding sections according to conditions of mentoring, interactions among parties, strategies and tactics of mentoring and consequences of attitudes and actions in mentoring.  I then recorded personal memos on what I considered significant passages in the interviews.  I then attempted to collapse codes into more broadly defined categories.

I was able to set up a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet table and record the interviewee, the location of the data in the interview, the initial category definition I had assigned to the “chunk” or passage of data, my comments and the specific quotation of the respondent.  This led to collecting 369 chunks of categorized data using specific quotations from the interviews.  I was then able to sort all the memos from all the interviews according to code definitions, which created a document where all significant passages from all interviews were grouped according to relevant categories.

This data eventually led to chunks of data that seemed particularly relevant to one of the specific research questions, data having relevance to either the interpersonal, structural or supportive component of Gospel-centered mentoring.  However, rather than describing the data merely in terms of the three research questions, I was led to sort the data into twelve categories which best captured the patterns of the data related to Gospel-centered mentoring.  Within each of these twelve final categories, one or more of the research questions was specifically addressed. 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

This study was limited to Christian leaders involved in a Gospel-centered approach to mentoring.  There are many leaders in the Church today who are committed to discipleship and I applaud everyone who makes mentoring a priority in their ministries.  However, the issues related to this study are related to Gospel-centered mentoring.  So, studying the strategies and methods of leaders following a more traditional model would not answer the primary research questions.

My study was also limited to Christian leaders who are mentoring people in the context of the local Church.  There are many leaders mentoring people through para-Church ministries who may in fact be Gospel-centered to some extent. Some of them might even be giving more time and energy to mentoring than some of the interviewees in the study.  However, for the purpose of the study, the pool of mentors interviewed needed to be limited, or the information to be analyzed and categorized would have been overwhelming.  In addition, since my ministry takes place in the context of the local Church, I was primarily interested in the responses of mentors who shared my context.

Another limitation of the study flows out of the fact that there may be a number of Gospel-centered mentors whom I have no way of meeting. In addition, there were several people that I wanted to include in this study, but scheduling simply did not permit us getting together.

Since I attempted to engage in face-to-face interviews with the subjects, funding and time limitations affected the study.  Though I could have met people flying through Atlanta, or interviewed individuals at our denomination’s (PCA) General Assembly, some interviews had to be by phone, a method that creates barriers in communication not present in face-to-face interviews.  The respondent’s posture, facial expressions and reactions, for instance, are unobservable, and those follow-up questions that might arise based on such observations are not asked.

My desire was to interview an equal number of men and women but, perhaps because of the view of the role of women in our denomination, there were not as many women as men available for the interviews. I could interview only two women, and feel that the data would have had a slightly different slant, particularly in the relational component, had more women been part of the study.

Another limitation of the study was that the perspectives given came only from the mentors and not their protégés.  One factor minimizing this limitation is that all mentors have at one time been mentored themselves.  However, the success of Church leaders’ Gospel mentoring, and the effectiveness of their Gospel-centered strategy, were not checked by interviewing the people these leaders mentor.  It is simply beyond the scope of this paper to analyze the effectiveness of these leaders’ mentoring ministries.  I wanted their thoughts concerning how to make mentoring strategies more Gospel-centered.

Another limitation of the study is true of all qualitative research.  Since I, the researcher, was the “primary instrument of data collection and analysis,”
 my own biases could have entered into the process.  As Merriam writes:

The investigator as human instrument is limited by being human—that is, mistakes are made, opportunities are missed, personal biases interfere.  Human instruments are as fallible as any other research instrument.
 

I am aware of how my past experience with respect to mentoring, both as a protégé and as a mentor, could have impacted this study.  At times I have had to wrestle with a building resentment toward traditional models of mentoring because of the fallout I’ve seen in my own life as well in the lives of others.  I attempted to overcome this bias by seeking to ground all of my findings in the data.  In addition, I was mentored through this qualitative research by the elder in my Church who constantly challenged me on possible biases.

CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS


Twelve men and two women who have been engaged in mentoring others for at least five years were interviewed in order to discover how the Gospel of God’s grace impacts mentoring. The specific research questions related to three particular components of mentoring: the interpersonal, the structural and the supportive.  


After gathering the data and looking for consistent themes, it became obvious that Gospel-centered mentors are concerned about relationships: first, the protégé’s relationship with God, but also the protégé’s relationships with the mentor, with other protégés and with the local Church. 

Relationship, therefore, is the central theme that flowed out of this study.  However, the study gave particular dimensions to this relational focus.  Specifically, twelve areas surfaced that define Gospel-centered mentoring relationships.   While it is true that each dimensional element may relate to one particular research question, in most cases there are implications for all three components of Gospel-centered mentoring.

The specific research questions related to how the Gospel framework impacts the interpersonal, structural and supportive components of a mentoring strategy.  The interpersonal component concerns the kind of relationship that exists between mentors and protégés. The structural component concerns the curriculum being used in mentoring, as well as the profile of a mature believer which guides the mentor on the next step to take.  Finally, the supportive component concerns the role of the local Church in aiding the initiation and development of Gospel-centered mentoring relationships.

The following definitions for each of the elements flowed out of the findings from the interview data:

Christ-centered—The focus of mentoring related to the interpersonal, structural and supportive components, which emphasizes the glory of the Person and Work of Christ as the foundation and aim of all that takes place.

Challenging—The facet of the interpersonal component of mentoring where the mentor seeks to motivate the protégé (by word and life) to make and follow through on specific commitments related to growing in Christ.

Ecclesiastical—The facet of the supportive component of mentoring which provides the context in which mentoring relationships can be initiated and developed.

Grace-oriented—The focus of mentoring related to the interpersonal, structural and supportive components which emphasizes the favor and love of God as the motivator and enabler of all that happens.

Humble—The facet of the interpersonal component of mentoring where the mentor and protégé acknowledge a poverty of spirit and brokeness, admitting a desparate need for God’s grace to do a fresh work in their lives.

Intentional—The facet of the interpersonal and structural elements of mentoring which gives direction and purpose to the relationship.

Loving—The facet of the interpersonal component of mentoring where the mentor, with great sensitivity to the needs of the protégé, seeks to create an environment of unconditional acceptance.

Ministry-directed—The facet of the interpersonal, structural and supportive components of mentoring which aims at a love for God and for others resulting in fruitful service.

Redemptive—The facet of the interpersonal, structural and supportive components of mentoring where the protégé is inspired with hope and encouragement through focusing on the transforming power and promises of the Work of Christ.

Strategic—The facet of the structural component of mentoring that provides the curriculum and training outlines for the relationship.

Transparent—The facet of the interpersonal component of mentoring where the mentor seeks to provide an open, authentic environment through modeling personal honesty and vulnerability.

Integrated—The facet of the interpersonal and structural components of mentoring where the content as well as the context of mentoring avoids extremes and maintains or seeks a mature perspective toward the various elements of growing in Christ, keeping them welded together in the Gospel.

Each of these elements relates in either a direct or indirect way to the primary research questions.  Though some elements may be primarily related to one particular research question, they each tend to address a portion of the complete answer. 

The conclusion of the study is that these twelve elements individually contribute to an understanding of how the gospel impacts the interpersonal, structural and supportive components of a mentoring strategy.

Christ-centered Relationships

The data suggests the following definition for this dimension of mentoring relationships:

Christ-centered—The focus of mentoring related to the interpersonal, structural and supportive components, which emphasizes the glory of the Person and Work of Christ as the foundation and aim of all that takes place.

One concern that surfaced consistently in the interviews had to do with the man-centeredness of many mentoring methodologies and relationships. Matthew’s comments point this out:

Humans are absolutely professionals at turning anything to do with the Gospel into man-centeredness.  If anything you’re doing in discipleship turns peoples’ eyes toward themselves, it’s man-centered. 

The Gospel, these mentors emphasized, is the message of God’s grace doing for us what we could not do for ourselves and is, therefore, completely Christ-centered.  A large majority of the interviewees expressed the opinion that some mentoring relationships are man-centered because they lead to an inappropriate dependence upon the mentor rather than dependence upon Christ.  Typical of their responses was Phoebe’s:

What do you want? Do you want a well-done discipleship program because you do it all for them, or do you want your disciples to taste of Jesus because they needed Him?  What’s your goal? 

Silas commented:

One of the first things I’m concerned about in mentoring is exploring one’s capacity to be near unto God. To be near to Christ.

Numerous respondents also stated that other mentoring relationships become man-centered by influencing protégés, unintentionally perhaps, to rely too much upon their own resources for change, rather than upon Christ and His power.  

In other words, most of the interviewees were concerned that the focus in mentoring is often more upon mastering certain disciplines than it is upon trusting Christ.  Finally, most interviewees maintained that certain mentoring methodologies seem to make the growth of the protégé the end-all of the process, rather than the glory of God.  

Summarizing the data, we can say that respondents claimed that knowing Christ, following Christ, depending upon Christ and glorifying Christ must be the beginning, middle and end of every mentoring relationship and methodology.

The data suggests that the first aim of any mentor is being used of God to create in the protégé a deeper hunger and thirst for Christ, as well as a deeper trust in Christ.  John had this to say:

I would think that there would be a deep desire on the part of the mentor to have a consistent adulation of the beauty of Christ. The most powerful thing I can do to help people grow in holiness, to motivate it, to have them desire it, to make God's will their will, is consistent adulation of the beauty of Christ.  To have people kind of keep imbibing the wonder of what God has done in Christ ultimately becomes their strength. 

One interviewee stated that when we try to build discipleship without a Christ-centered focus, the whole relationship is doomed.  Protégés need to be pointed to Christ as their hope of forgiveness and acceptance as well as their hope for transformation and holy living.  

Paul commented:

Recently, I have started using what I call the bookend illustration.  Have you ever tried to put books on a shelf without first getting bookends? When we try to build discipleship without the bookends, things start falling all over the place.  The two bookends are the righteousness of Christ and the power of Christ. I would say, then, that Christ-centered discipleship has to have those two strong components. 

These mentors saw their role as helping protégés learn to live, as one man put it, “in imitation of Christ. To take up the vocation of Christ.”  Silas stated:

Mentors must help protégés wrestle with forming a worldview where the Lordship of Christ is applied to all of life. 

Several of the people interviewed voiced the need to fight the temptation to train protégés to be just like them.  The Gospel is a message that is focused on the Person and Work of Christ, so, in the respondents’ perspective Christ-likeness is what must be in view.  Mentors must avoid the tendency to try to develop Christians with the same gifts, passions and talents they have.  Thomas remarked:

I think the biggest mistake is projecting ourselves on the protégé. In other words, to assume that they are like us, or at least should be like us, with the same gifts, passions, talents, and it’s a kind of imperialism.

In addition, Priscilla said:

And so, it’s not about pointing them to my successes, but about pointing them to Jesus. 

Andrew’s comments were also relevant:

It needs to be clear that the expectation in the relationship is not that the person becomes like the mentor, but that the objective is Christ-likeness.  You must avoid the thinking that, you know, if you really work hard at this, you’ll become mature like me. 

Several of the people interviewed expressed that mentors must be constantly on guard to prevent their relationship being about the protégé following the mentor rather than following Christ.  Gospel-centered mentors resist the temptation to be in control.  As Phoebe remarked:

It is a test of our faith of how much we want to control the disciple…I want to control the process and say, ‘Don’t go there, I’ve been down that road.  I know what’s going on.’  And the Lord just has to say to me, ‘You’re too big.  You’re way too big.  So whoever said it was about you? Let them go.’ 

Typical of the responses was Philip’s:

I think it just gets pretty easy pretty quickly to have it be about the person.  It quickly gets to, or can get to, ‘This is about you, the mentee, following me, the mentor.’ End of sentence.  Period. If they don’t have the check of being Christ-centered, it could become a real self-trip in my observation.

One of the missionary respondents, James, emphasizing the need to contextualize the Gospel, stated that mentors must be very wise in how they help protégés.  

Mentors must not cripple the lives of protégés by allowing protégés to depend upon them.  The only One they must depend upon is Christ.

The repeated refrain of interviewees was that the objective must be growth in Christ-likeness and Christ-dependence resulting in God’s glory.

I was struck by the fact that a few interviewees used the same language when they stated that “the only true Disciple-Maker is Jesus Christ.”  He is the only Model worth following and only He has the power to transform any life. Only the Spirit of God can open eyes and transform hearts, and the respondents revealed that they understood this fact well. Their feeling was strong that there must be a humility of heart in mentors that leads them to a healthy mistrust of themselves so that they remain desperately dependent upon Christ for the growth of protégés.  Peter stated:

We must get to the point where we say, ‘God, You better be God, and You better be the One who sits upon Your throne.  You better be the One who tells me that You are involved in everything we’re doing.  You better remind me that I’m not the point, but You are.  God, remind me that I’m so dependent on You. 

The mentors interviewed seemed to have a good grasp of their place in the process of helping other Christians grow. True mentoring, they revealed, is simply showing people the Gospel and pointing them to Christ. As one stated clearly, mentors must ultimately point away from themselves and point to Christ, the Author and Finisher of faith…some plant, others water, but only God brings the increase or causes the growth.  Along these lines, Mark stated:

I believe that it’s not my work.  It’s the Holy Spirit’s work.  You know, at best, I can be a tool of the Holy Spirit in somebody else’s life. 

Andrew also spoke to this issue:

If a guy was in solitary confinement, he could be discipled as a Christian because the Holy Spirit is in there. So God doesn’t need you. And if you had to choose something else, I wouldn’t put you in there with him.  Instead, I’d slide a Bible under the door.  And if I had to choose something else, then I’d probably put you in there with them.  And if I had to choose something else, I’d probably get a whole prison full of people and have a Church.

In other words, while we should be obedient to God and mentor others, these Gospel-centered mentors really believed that God could mentor others without us.  The best case scenario would be a person full of the Spirit (depending upon God and not self, trusting the promises of the Gospel), into the Word (reading, studying and memorizing Scripture regularly), within the fellowship of the Church (an active member of a local Church, attending worship and participating in the Sacraments) and with a believer mentoring them. As John emphasized, “Moral example alone is inadequate to cause people to be true to the Gospel.”    


Mentors need to be so dependent upon Christ and so focused on His glory that the programmatic elements of mentoring take a back seat to God’s agenda.  Mark commented:

Instead of a mentor going into an appointment with a protégé focused upon his agenda or plan he needs to head into the time praying, ‘God, what do You want to happen during the mentoring time?’ Holy Spirit, we need You to be actively present and involved in leading and directing and focusing this mentoring time where You want it to go. 

As Priscilla stated, the cry of the mentor will often be similar to Jehoshaphat when he prayed, “Lord, I don’t know what to do, but my eyes are on You.”  

So many times, when I’m sitting down with somebody, and I’m sitting there thinking, ‘Now what should I tell them about this?’ or ‘Should I bring this into it?’ and I just have to call out, ‘Lord, I don’t know what to do, but my eyes are on You…(2 Chr. 20:12).  I’ll normally say to them, ‘I don’t have a clue what you need to do, but I do know where we need to look.’  So part of it’s just helping them to pray that way, ‘Lord, we don’t know what to do, but our eyes are upon You.’  Then I must be willing to wait and not rush in with either my experience or my quick answers for them. 

The research suggests that the only true aim of Gospel-centered mentoring is that protégés would taste Jesus more and more, see their need for Him more desperately day by day, know Jesus better as a result of the mentoring relationship and honor Him with their entire lives.

Many interviewees felt strongly that mentoring must have as its aim nothing less than the glory of God, not self-enrichment, self-improvement or any other man-centered goal.  It was repeatedly stated that some mentoring methodologies tend to be concerned with the product, defined as a productive believer.  But, several respondents stated God is concerned that the product be His glory.  Priscilla stated:

I think the definition of Gospel-centered mentoring involves encouraging and equipping others to live for God’s glory.  It must be driven by a desire for God’s glory, not self-enrichment, self-improvement.

Mark also commented along these lines:

A mentoring relationship is not really focused on us, but it’s focused on God.  And so the goal is, in the mentoring relationship, our goal should be that God would be glorified and worshiped in our lives.  So often we have a fairly self-centered approach that says, ‘What can I get out of it? 

In sum, the interviewees felt the need to speak of keeping the relationship focused on Christ, His Person, Work and Glory.  The way to do this, in Philip’s words, is to give “constant vigilance to motive and glory direction.”

Who’s getting glorified here? Who’s in the center here? Who’s on the throne? Who’s the King? 

This leads us to the following conclusions related to the primary research questions:

Interpersonally: Though mentoring involves a relationship between a mentor and a protégé, the most important Person in the dynamic is the Invisible Christ. In addition, although one of the results of the mentoring relationship will be changed lives, the ultimate aim must be greater: the glory of Christ.  Mentors need to be careful that they don’t reproduce themselves rather than Christ-likeness.

Structurally: The mentor must develop and use materials that will constantly help the protégé stay pointed to Christ.  The curriculum should reveal our need for Christ and exalt the glory of Christ.  In addition, materials should be developed that “adulate the beauty of Christ” and not merely teach skills and disciplines.  Finally, the materials themselves need to remind us that Christ is the “only discipler in the Church.”

Supportively: The local Church can support Christ-centeredness by seeking to create an environment where desperate dependence upon Christ and an eye to His glory is the norm.

Challenging Relationships

The data suggests the following definition for this dimension of mentoring relationships:

Challenging—That facet of the interpersonal component of mentoring where the mentor seeks to motivate the protégé (by word and life) to make and follow through on specific commitments related to growing in Christ.

The interviewees stressed the truth that the Gospel is not only a message of grace for sinners, but also a message of transforming power. The Gospel not only “comforts the afflicted, but also afflicts the comfortable.”  Many respondents voiced concern that a misunderstanding of grace has led to irresponsible discipleship in some circles.  Peter’s comments were typical of others’:

I think that now is the time for us to say, ‘We are responsible!’ Let’s hear some of the critics who maybe have looked at some of the existential fancy of the Gospel splashing around.  Let’s listen and say, ‘You know, you are right. There must be more definable ways by which we can take a young believer and mature them in this amazing Gospel.’ 

John added:

Who, at least systematically, is the great proponent of grace in Scripture? And we would have to say, it’s the Apostle Paul.  Does he have any requirements? The standard way in which the epistles progress involves him saying, ‘Here are the doctrines of God’s grace. Now here are the obligations of grace.’ So, if I’m feeling like I don’t have obligations because of grace, I simply need to read the apostle of grace and I will be disabused of that notion. 

Bart, the head of Discipleship in one Church, asserted that even though many believers are performance-oriented and tend to lean a little to the legalistic side, it’s also true that the flesh is lethargic.  He continued by stating the truth of the matter is that many believers will just sit and soak unless they're inspired to move.  Therefore, Gospel-centered mentors realize that there is a place for challenge in the relationship.  The respondents made it clear that this challenging element of mentoring not only involves the words (both statements and questions) but also the lifestyle of the mentor. Priscilla commented:

I think that Scripture clearly gives us ‘Thou shalts’ and ‘Thou shalt nots’ and all of that sort of thing.  Expectations just have to be there or we’re going to begin enabling irresponsible behavior. 

All of the respondents stated that mentors must make some expectations clear from the very start concerning what is required of protégés.  Initially, they felt, those expectations need to be quite simple.  For instance, protégés must agree to show up. A couple of interviewees mentioned that another expectation might be that readings and projects would be completed on time in order to use them and discuss them during the mentoring appointment.  It might involve sharing memory verses or writing out answers to discussion questions.  But there was a consensus among the interviewees that something will be required of the protégé in the relationship and it must be communicated. Thomas’ comments were similar to some others:

I think if you don't have accountability, if you don't have requirements, then things just don't get done. To keep things centered on the Gospel I have a Law and Gospel kind of presentation and particularly I get into the three uses of the Law from Calvin. 

However, early on in the relationship, the mentor’s unconditional love and acceptance of them should really draw in the protégés.  As Philip stated:

I think if you’ve built the relationship in trust and love, then the person’s going to rightly expect you to expect a lot of them.  I don’t necessarily think it goes off into performance wonderland.  If you’re focusing the person habitually on the Gospel, both in word and deed, that’s a pretty good check, isn’t it.

The mentor must nonetheless earn the right as the relationship grows to confront in love.  Andrew’s comments were relevant:

I like the paradigm of 'low on accountability, high on teaching' for the young Christian or when the relationship is new.  Then as they get more mature and as the relationship develops, more discussion of the word and high on accountability. 

Sufficient trust and openness needs to be present and the protégé needs to know he is accepted and loved.  James stated:

I wait a lot longer and have the relationship a lot deeper and more certain.  I know they're really responding to the Gospel before I address those issues.  You've got to earn the right to do that and there has to be a mutual commitment to the relationship. 

Each of the interviewees alluded in some way to the fact that a safe environment doesn't mean there is no place for accountability.  Continuation of the relationship must never be based upon the performance of standards, and grace must mark the relationship at every point along the way, but confronting in grace is not an oxymoron. (In the context of this paper, the interviewees repeatedly defined grace as the favor and love of God that is the motivator and enabler of all that happens in the Christian life).  Philip stated:

You, the mentor, have to feel the freedom to get in the protégé's face.  You're showing them that we're going to work a little here in this relationship.  You know, we're not going to sit around and feel good about ourselves.  I mean, we have the holiness of God staring us in the face here.  What are we going to do with this?  We need to be raising expectations, creating them so that they're high.  Yeah, you expect a lot from them.  I think you really do.  You get what you expect. 

One of the things respondents emphasized that sets Gospel-centered mentoring apart from traditional discipleship is the focus on the heart more than behaviors and skills.  The heart was often defined by these respondents as the individual’s inward intentions, motivations and attitudes that give rise to outward actions and behaviors.  These Gospel-centered mentors made it clear that they were after heart change even more than behavior change.  “Initially”, stated Thad, “we’re after believing more than doing.”  A leader of a Gospel-centered mentoring ministry asserted that the real issue in sanctification is not initially doing, but believing.  Believing will lead to doing, for faith without works is dead.  But works without faith are dead works.  The real problem with most of our discipling programs, he continued, is the tendency to focus more on doing than we focus on the heart.


Related to the need to keep challenging protégés in the area of the heart, a few of the interviewees stated that mentors must work to keep an emphasis on motives.  Why we do what we do is just as important as what we do. Therefore, as mentors seek to challenge protégés toward Christ-likeness, it is important that the focus isn’t merely actions and behaviors. As John stated:

Christ-centered mentoring involves giving proper motivation and understanding of enablement for what God requires…trying to give people in a discipling relationship an understanding of what God requires, but motivating and enabling them with proper concepts of grace. 

Several respondents emphasized the need to be careful about developing check- lists of behaviors or activities.  Instead, the data suggests that Gospel-centered mentors should be asking honest questions about the condition of the protégé’s heart.  Some of the questions used in this challenge were even offered: What is the condition of your soul concerning the means of grace?  How are you doing at expressing your love for Jesus?  Is there love in your heart for Jesus today?

The data gathered suggests that Gospel-centered mentors realize the Bible speaks just as much to why and how we do things as it speaks about what we do.  Where we really need God to work in our hearts is related to what our motivation is for obedience.  Many areas of mentoring outside the Christian Church challenge people who are unbelievers to change their behaviors.  Behavior modification is not particularly Christian.  Motivation modification is much more difficult to attain and that is where the power of Christ is needed.  Mark stated:

When the Bible says that love is the fulfillment of the Law, what it’s evaluating and judging is motivation.  The Bible talks more about motivation than it does about action. 

A couple of the mentors confirmed something that flowed out of the Literature Review.  A holy person is a happy person.  The Law of God is supremely good and we need to mentor people to see obedience as a supremely lovely thing.  When the challenge is made to grow in the spiritual disciplines or to move forward in obedience, the beauty of the Gospel must be emphasized. As Peter put it:

Look, I want to give some astonishment here.  We need to be painting a picture, like, ‘I’ve been to Switzerland and seen the Alps.’  I want to go there and I want to intrigue others with the beauty of Jesus. 

There was a real consensus among the respondents that true Gospel-centered mentoring has a lot more to do with spiritual inquiry into the condition of the heart than it does with passing on content or skills or disciplines.  A repeated emphasis was placed upon the need to learn how to ask good questions, in the context of the relationship, that provoke deep thoughtfulness over heart and motive.

Gospel-centered mentors continually emphasize that the heart is the very center of human life.  As Silas asserted, “Our theological anthropology must begin and end with the heart.”  This is what will keep a mentoring relationship from becoming behaviorally focused.  The only way to avoid mentoring leading to moralism is to constantly bring the attention back to the heart. Jesus said that we speak out of the heart and that we act out of the heart. Silas again:

Everything we do, we do out of the heart.  I mean, you have to understand that it is the heart because we see out of our hearts, we hear out of our hearts, we smell out of our hearts. 

The most important questions that will constantly challenge the protégé in the Gospel relate to the love of the heart.  The simplest question can also be the most probing and most exposing, “So, what do you love?”  Again, Silas had this to say:

I'm more and more committed to that being what I want to do with people.  As in the latest U2 album, where there is a song that reminds us, 'people can bow their knees to all sorts of things.' One of the more playful ways I sometimes approach this is by asking, 'So, why do you get up in the morning? What are your commitments and cares? What are the things that you really care about in life?  Is the basis you have for caring about things deep enough, rich enough to be sustained for the rest of your life? 

The data suggests that Gospel-centered mentors are continually looking for ways to challenge protégés concerning the motivation of grace for all of life and ministry. Protégés need to be led to acknowledge that motivation by sheer duty is less than the Gospel intends.  Slavish dread and duty needs to be confessed as sinful, and a heart compelled by the love of Christ needs to be sought in prayer.

As Paul stated:

So you want to keep bringing the person back to why he does what he does.  Duty may be better than nothing, but it’s not enough. 

The kinds of questions mentors ask will lead the relationship to either a surface or a heart level.  As Thad affirmed, questions must be addressed at the heart level: 

Where do you need faith to be at work in your life today?  Where do you need to see the Gospel at work in your heart right now?

Protégés need to understand that there are responsibilities in the Christian life.  God has given us mandates as His children. As one of the respondents affirmed, fulfilling God's mandates is part of His vision for your life.  Mentors must love the protégé so much that there is a willingness to confront sin in the heart.  The loving confrontation must not point the protégés to self-reformation, however, but must always point them to the redemptive power of the cross.  Matthew stated:

The Bible has no problem telling people to quit doing things, it's just that the Bible never tells you to stop doing it and then keeps the finger pointed at you.  It says stop doing it and then points the finger to the cross.  It's the cross, only the cross that can help you stop doing things. 

Gospel-centered mentors assert they must aid their protégés in putting away sin.  There is different terminology used, but several interviewees stated that sin is simply a substitute for Christ.  Sin revolves around our erecting idols as pseudo-saviors to deliver us from the pain and emptiness of this broken world and our broken lives. This is an area of the heart mentors should challenge protégés to face.  Again, Matthew commented:

The way that we're to put away sin is with all the energy we have.  I strive; I press on towards the goal, not that I've arrived yet.  But how do I do that? By laying everything that's personal aside and grabbing hold of Christ.  In other words, the second half of Philippians 3 is accomplished by the first half.  Sin is basically a substitute for Christ...so, I say that what we need to do is look at the things we're struggling with and ask ourselves this question, 'How is what I'm doing a substitute for Christ?’

A few of the mentors stated that challenge occurs in the relationship when they help protégés set up fences in their lives.  It must be clearly communicated that fences can't save you, nor can they change your heart.  The only way fences will work is if God uses them in your life, but there is a place for them. Once more, Matthew’s comments are relevant:

Fences are tools.  They have no strength in themselves.  If you think that a fence can keep you, you're doomed...But the Bible is full of fences...Nothing except Christ will hold them, but when they bump against the fence its an opportunity for them to call on Christ to help them.

The data suggests that mentors challenge protégés most effectively when they learn to ask good questions leading to self-discovery, more than acting as judge and arbiter.  Particularly when it comes to accountability, effective mentors ask good questions so protégés will come to an understanding of why they didn't do what they had agreed to do.  Philip’s comments reflected the others’:

I would take the stance of asking them questions so they can hear themselves talk just to try to figure out what happened.  Just try to help them be self-critical about what was going on instead of accusatory, or 'Let me tell you why you're wrong or where you went wrong' kind of thing. 

There is a sense that mentoring means someone just a little ahead in terms of walking in the Gospel, or ministering out of the Gospel, reaching back with his hand to help along a fellow runner.  Mentors are people, perhaps only one step in front of another runner, encouraging and equipping protégés to live for the glory of God.  

As John stated:

Mentors must not only be leading the way in confession and repentance.  Mentors must also set the pace in sharing their hearts in what they are learning about the power of the Gospel to propel the life into the pathway of obedience and holiness.  

Mentors must also be ready to share how the Gospel leads them to be motivated by love and gratitude.  These mentors emphasized that how we live is just as important as what we say. Peter stated:

We need to be demonstrating by the way we live, our commitment to the means of grace.  They need to be hearing that we are rediscovering certain spiritual formation exercises that are helpful to us.  They may see us and think, ‘I thought you got over that, having quiet times and such.’ When they taste that we are alive to things like spiritual formation, they will be challenged. 

Life-on-life mentoring is the best channel for the work of the Holy Spirit to change anyone’s heart. This was affirmed by Silas, among others, when he stated:

In a sense, this is how God’s work is done in the world.  It doesn’t happen otherwise.  People can read a good book by Lovelace or Schaeffer or Nouwen, but my thesis would be that until you see it incarnate in the life of someone that you respect, you don’t really understand what it means. Ideas have to have legs. 

Expectations and Gospel-centered mentoring are not mutually exclusive.  There needs to be clear expectations or the relationship won’t move forward.  Some expectations are very basic, such as, “You will keep your appointments, you will attend small group, you will do the assignments.” As Mark concluded:

Jesus had expectations.  The Author of grace has expectations.  They’re called commandments.  They’re called requirements for discipleship. 

This section leads to the following conclusions with respect to the research questions:

Interpersonally: Gospel-centered mentors need to love protégé’s enough to challenge them in their walks with God.  This means mentors must take great pains to think through and ask questions that will help protégés face their attitudes, beliefs and motivations.

Structurally: Gospel-centered curriculum must not only comfort but challenge.  Lessons must not only emphasize the indicatives of the Bible, but the imperatives as well.  Lessons must highlight not only the love and mercy of God, but His holiness and justice as well.

Supportively: The local Church must seek to create an environment where there is appropriate encouragement as well as appropriate challenge.  Preaching and teaching must seek to be balanced between the indicatives and the imperatives, all the while giving foundational priority to the indicatives.

Ecclesiastical Relationships

The data suggests the following definition for this dimension of mentoring relationships:

Ecclesiastical—That facet of the supportive component of mentoring which provides an environmental context in which mentoring relationships can be initiated and developed.

This particular definitional element of mentoring relationships deals primarily with the supportive component, although there are structural (curricular) elements involved as well.  The context of the local Church was continually mentioned as foundational to Gospel-centered mentoring.  As Andrew commented:

Certainly the Church has to be stronger in preaching the Gospel.  And I think that if you’re not discipling someone in the context of that, it’s always going to be warped.  It can’t not be.

The local Church is the storehouse and loudspeaker of the Gospel.  Because of this fact, the respondents felt that the local Church was critical to the initiation, fostering and development of mentoring relationships. John stated:

The visible Church is the organizational entity that God has most equipped for discipling, through all kinds of means: through the preaching of the Word, through the administration of the Sacraments, through Church discipline and counsel and fellowship and modeling and everything that just happens naturally in the life of the Church. 

The atmosphere of a solidly Biblical, Reformed Church was consistently mentioned as being an important element in the development of effective, Gospel-centered mentoring relationships.  It was repeatedly stated that a Church environment which constantly preaches the Gospel is a safeguard against the moralism rampant in our flesh and in our culture.  Respondents were unanimous in stating that a Gospel-centered model in the Church lays the foundation for Gospel-centered mentoring.  Peter’s comments reflected the others’:

I think the whole mentoring thing is far more about the environment we are creating in the local Church.  The profile that says from the nursery to the Adult Sunday School, 'here's what it means to know Jesus' is key. 

Mentors need the Church environment to foster and support Gospel-centered mentoring. If a Church is doing its job to emphasize grace and ministry, discipleship will occur.  As John affirmed:

If the Church is doing its work, then lay people will naturally be establishing their own systems of doing discipleship.  It will be as natural as their praying outside of Church because of the Church emphasizing prayer. 

A surprising number of interviewees mentioned that not only must the teaching and preaching be grace-oriented, but the worship and celebration must be as well.  Worship, the data asserts, keeps the relationship Christ-centered.  In addition, worship reminds mentors and protégés that their relationships are not ends in themselves but are simply means to the great end of glorifying God. Typical were Andrew’s comments:

In good, effective worship focused on Scripture and so forth…the Gospel comes through, the message comes through.

As Peter stated, “the wonder of the Gospel comes through the worship of the wonderful God.”  As God is worshiped for His amazing love, mercy, goodness and faithfulness, as well as holiness, justice and truth, He becomes beautiful to the worshiper.  A beautiful God is a God who is longed for in personal relationship.  A heart for God is the foundational element in the lives of growing Christians. Therefore, as several of the mentors mentioned, how we structure worship is critical to the health and formation of mentoring relationships.  

It seems most of the respondents felt strongly that the local Church should foster mentoring relationships by offering some programming or events that make people aware that Gospel-centered mentoring is available in the Church.  Some suggested inviting interested people to large-group Bible studies to look for hungry people to surface; others mentioned that a Church could hold a special worship service where various individuals who are mentoring or have been mentored share stories and testimonies of their experiences.  In this meeting, it was stated, the pastor and some other leadership can share the vision of the Church's mentoring ministry

Several interviewees emphasized the need for the local Church to develop a community ethos committed to a life of Gospel-centered mentoring.  There should be an emphasis on creating little communities, or micro-communities, of faith within the larger congregation, places where people can get to know each other more deeply, places where mentoring relationships can begin.  Andrew commented:

I would have as many Sunday School classes as I could, with pastors and elders and deacons in those communities where there were enough relationships with enough people that the process of selection and contact with people would be natural. 

Mark added:

It seems to me that one of the things we ought to be aiming towards is the Church getting people significantly connected to other people within our Church.  Striving toward, in all our ministries, this connection of people to each other. 

A number of respondents felt part of creating this Church ethos will be accomplished by putting people up front in Church who give testimony to the power of mentoring.  One of the most powerful testimonies is multi-generational mentoring relationships.  One interviewee shared an experience he had some time ago when a man in his mid-forties shared during a service how a mentoring relationship with a staff member or an elder impacted his life.  Then he shared how he had begun meeting with a younger man in his early thirties.  Then that younger man shared how the mentoring relationship had impacted his life and then how he'd begun meeting with a man in his early twenties, who in turn shared that he'd been meeting with some youth who then also gave testimony! The data suggested that the power of testimony needs to be brought into the equation to develop Gospel-centered mentoring ministries in the Church.

Another reason consistently given as to why mentoring takes place most effectively in the context of the local Church related to the multiple use of time.  If mentors and protégés are involved in the larger Church life, they have built-in times together.  As the interviewees pointed out, mentors and protégés will see each other in Church, listen to the same sermons, participate in the same Sunday School classes, go on retreats together, attend social gatherings together and there will be a lot of natural connecting. And, if the Church is Gospel-centered, then the message of the Gospel is being pounded into peoples’ heads constantly.

In addition, a few of the respondents pointed out that if mentors know protégés are well connected in a Bible-believing, Reformed Church, they can be confident, as Philip stated, that they don't have to do everything for the protégé.  If the protégé is participating in worship, learning in Sunday School, engaging in Bible Studies, all are factors helping them grow spiritually.  As Mark stated:

Even most of the grace-based discipleship approaches, I think, are still pretty much individualistic in their approach.  And what I want to do is, in a very practical way, bring the communion of the saints into play here.

The interviewees were all very clear on the point that if a Church is to be the place of support for mentoring relationships, then the pastor and the leadership of the Church need to own that vision. The following comment by James is typical of what was said in most of the interviews:

You've got to get the pastor...If he's not on board then God is not ready to work in that way.  From the top down this needs to take place.  The pastor needs to set the model, he needs to be preaching grace from the pulpit; the pastor needs to be the chief repenter.  Then the pastor needs to mentor his elders in grace. Get them to the point where they can lead a group so it’s not just the pastor's voice but it's the leadership. 

Bart also affirmed:

The leadership is key. The pastor needs to be discipling and all the way down the staff, and the elders. If you don’t get buy in there, its history.

Respondents clearly felt that the staff and officers of the Church need to set the pace in mentoring.  All the leaders need to be continually challenged as to whom they are training, whom they are developing and whom they are mentoring. Pastors should be preaching Gospel-centered messages, and the officers need to be committed to creating a climate of Gospel-based ministry.

A few of the interviewees felt strongly that one of the first staff members hired ought to be a minister of discipleship or mentoring. Thomas stated:

I’ve often thought that at least the third person that I’d bring on staff would be a full time mentor.  I see it as a very high priority.

Bart also commented:

You’ve got to hire staff who are going to lead people in discipleship. If your staff is not doing it, if they’re not supporting it at that level, it’s a real struggle. 

Several interviewees pointed out that Church leaders support Gospel-centered mentoring only if they model repentance and faith.  One respondent reminded me that elders should be able to teach, and especially to teach the Gospel from every passage of Scripture.  They need to model repentance and brokenness in every setting.  Some of the questions arising from the data were: Are the staff and officers of the Church living out the Gospel in their homes, with their families? Are the officers living out the Gospel in the workplace? Are elders overwhelmed at the list of required elder characteristics found in Timothy and Titus?  If they think they are actually competent to take up the office, asserted one of the respondents, they are not living out of the Gospel.

It was also communicated that Gospel-centered mentors should be supported by others in the Church as they enter into mentoring relationships.  Many people in the Church could be mentoring people, but simply lack the confidence and encouragement to do so.  A couple of the interviewees stated that Churches which have a support system in place will find that more people are willing engage in mentoring relationships.  One way of finding such support and encouragement is to enlist the help of mentoring coaches who are simply willing to make themselves available as resources if mentors need some help. Andrew shared this story:

We challenged a bunch of folks to mentor and we said, 'We will find people to coach you,' and we found about ten women and ten men and told them, 'We don't want you to disciple anybody, but we'd like you to coach four people, and just tell them you'll be there to answer their questions at any time.  You don't even have to meet with them regularly, but you commit to be the mentor of the mentor, just to build some confidence for them.' So, with that kind of push the people felt someone standing behind them and there was a high rate of success. 

Several interviewees voiced their concern that the local Church must make sure it’s not creating programming that gets in the way of mentoring.  If people are so “meeting-ed out” that there is not time or energy left for mentoring or being mentored, the Church is at odds with mentoring relationships. As Mark stated:

The local Church, you know, first of all, can tend to be so program-oriented over people orientation. 

Bart added:

The local Church can quit doing so many programs.  The good supplants the best over and over again. What happens is people get hung up in this program and that activity and this seminar and this thing that’s happening.  And all of a sudden, they say, ‘I’m too busy.’  Another thing is the Church can teach parents about ‘Your kid does not have to be in every activity.’ The Church can say, ‘You know, this has a high value here at this Church. So, communicating to people that discipleship has high value. 

There needs to be programming, especially if its aim is to foster the formation of relationships.  But if the Church is not careful, what was created as an aid to foster mentoring in the Church actually gets in the way of mentoring in the Church.  All of a sudden people begin to say, as Bart stated, “I'm too busy to be engaged in mentoring right now.  I've got all these meetings I need to attend.”

This section leads to the following conclusions with respect to the research questions:

Interpersonally: Mentoring takes place most effectively in the context of a local Church.  Mentors will find the effectiveness of mentoring relationships increase if they work with protégés primarily within their own family of believers.  Mentors must seek to take advantage of the services and ministries of the local Church to augment and support the mentoring relationship.

Structurally: Mentoring curriculum must seek to lead protégés to adopt a high view of the local Church.  There must be lessons that deal with the Biblical structure of the Church, its authority, the role of its officers and the place of the preached word of God and the Sacraments in a Christian’s life.

Supportively: This entire section of the Findings relates to the supportive component of mentoring.  All of the data above are conclusions with respect to this component.

Grace-Oriented Relationships

The data suggests the following definition for this dimension of mentoring relationships:
Grace-oriented—The focus of mentoring related to the interpersonal, structural and supportive components which emphasizes the favor and love of God as the motivator and enabler of all that happens.

The interviewees felt strongly that Gospel-centered mentors must constantly remind protégés of God’s love for them in Christ, and that grace means God does for us what we cannot do for ourselves. Matthew stated:

The Incarnation is what? That God did for us what we couldn’t do for ourselves.  So I begin there. So I say you surrender to that.  Surrender is not something you do so much as something you believe. 

Paul also said:

“Rooted in love” is the apostle’s description of a holy man. The secret of a believer’s holy walk is his continual recurrence to the blood of His Surety. 

The love of God, most explicitly stated, must be the foundation of all Christian experience and the motivating force of the mentoring relationship. These interviewees repeatedly affirmed that all Christian growth flows from embracing the love of God for undeserving sinners.  As Matthew affirmed:

The foundation is love.  If you don’t believe that God loves you, it’s hopeless.  Out of love I can surrender to God.  If God really loves me, I can give myself to Him.  He’s not going to hurt me; He’s going to help me.  He’s not going to crush me, He’s going to build me up. 

One respondent put it this way: “Gospel-centered mentors are continually looking for ways to emphasize the Fatherly relationship God covenants to have with believers.” The love of God must be the foundation and springboard of all Christian growth.  As John asserted, “we actually desire to do what He wants when we understand the greatness of His love for us.” Thomas commented:

I’ll drop little phrases into the conversations.  ‘There’s nothing you can do to make God love you more and accept you more than He does now in Christ.’ ‘There’s nothing you can do to make Him love and accept you less than He does now.’ 

The data suggests the most effective mentoring relationships seem to ground the love and delight of God for the protégé in his union with Christ.  Again, Thomas’ comments are relevant:

I believe union with Christ is the centerpiece out of which regeneration, adoption, sanctification, all flow, so that’s the way I start…I think if we start with union with Christ, and our identity in Christ…then I think the works-righteousness, performance orientation can be avoided. I keep coming back to the fundamental identity issue, ‘Who am I?’ Well, I’m a man in Christ, in union with Christ. 

Mentors must work hard to help protégés understand who God is in all His beauty and goodness.  Secondly, mentors must work equally hard to help protégés comprehend what God in His grace has accomplished for the Church through Christ.  These two elements provide the springboard to all godly behavior and ministry.  What I’m to do, and how I’m to live and minister, all flow out of who God is and what He has done for me in Christ.  As Priscilla asserted:

The moment I separate what I’m to do and how I’m to live from who God is and what He has done for me in Christ, its going to become moralism and legalism…Who is God? What has He done for me in Christ?  What I want to do is to help people learn to think that way. 

Several used the theological terminology that primacy must be given to the indicatives of the Gospel before the imperatives of the Gospel.  Thomas stated:

One of my great emphases is you have your indicatives and you have your imperatives, and the indicatives are who we are in Christ, all that God has done for us in Christ, and the imperatives are about how, then, shall we live in light of who God is, all He’s accomplished in Christ and who He’s made us to be.  So I always focus on the indicatives before going into the imperatives.

More than a few of the interviewees pointed out that our fallenness gives us a tendency to start with the imperatives.  Therefore, Gospel-centered mentors must make sure they help protégés begin to understand who they are in Christ before emphasizing the imperatives.  And even then, most asserted the Gospel must be brought in as the ground of each and every practice in the Christian life. Thomas affirmed:

You just have to keep bringing it up time and time again, because the default mode of the flesh is to get right back to the imperatives. 

Andrew also commented:

There’s nothing in life that is not competitive from the cradle to the grave. There’s that tendency, therefore, for the mentoree as well as the mentor to move towards the exercising of discipline and the imperatives. 


Silas’ comments are also helpful:

I probably would draw first of all on the insight and thesis of Schaeffer’s True Spirituality, of the need to appropriate the moment-by-moment participation in the finished work of Christ. 

Another of the respondents, John, emphasized that the mentor must clearly and continually communicate that “what makes us holy before God is not our obedience.”  The Law never makes us holy before God.  Living out a life of love that fulfils the Law is a response to the holiness God gives us in the Gospel.  John continues:

Therefore, what we are doing is living out of gratitude and love for what He has provided, rather than living to get His love; living from acceptance rather than for acceptance… Grace is the unifying concept and motivating premise of all Scripture. 

The data revealed that Gospel-centered mentors seek opportunities to make the Gospel more and more clear at every opportunity.  As protégés become more aware of who they are in Christ, the interviewees asserted, protégés will believe the Spirit enables them to express love to God in holy living and sacrificial ministry. Again, John stated:

I’m actually becoming more clear about what the Gospel is, and when that occurs, I actually have more power…so the two things operating here are, again, consistent adulation of the beauty of Christ and greater clarity about what Christ has done and who I am.  That is the path of power! 

As several interviewees stated, “The Gospel needs to be reclaimed every day.” Effective mentors, the data suggests, keep coming back to the core elements of the Gospel, particularly our righteousness in Christ.  If protégés don’t see their righteousness in Christ, they will seek it elsewhere. James asserted:

The uranium core, the nuclear core of the Gospel, the transforming thing is to be consciously clothed in the righteousness of Christ our Great High Priest. 

Paul also stated:

Explain to him [the protégé] that your sins were laid upon Christ.  He bore them on the cross.  His righteousness is given to you and His righteousness is credited to you.  And you stand before God absolutely righteous today because you’ve been clothed with the righteousness of Christ. I go back to the fact that for the Apostle Paul, justification was a present reality that he lived every day.  I personally think that he was so consumed with the righteousness of Christ that it was just always in his mind. 

Protégés who are continually reminded of the hope of the Gospel and their identity in Christ, these mentors said, are more likely to fall more deeply in love with Christ, and are more likely to hunger more for righteousness. Priscilla commented:

Who is God? What has He done? Don’t think prescriptively, think principally. Who is God? What has He done for us?  Then as we know our privileges, we’ll think about what we’re to do, our responsibilities.

Most of the interviewees commented that traditionally, discipleship has said it was the Gospel message that brought you into the Church, and then you must hear discipleship once you are converted.  Paul’s comments are typical of the statements I heard:

Up until about twenty years ago, I would have put the word ‘discipleship’ as the one word a Christian needs to hear. Now I believe the most important message a believer needs to hear is the Gospel.  And so, I believe that we can never get away from the Gospel, that the Gospel is the motivating force that gets us out of bed in the morning.  The message that keeps us going, that inflames our prayer life, makes us want to share Christ.  It makes us want to be holy. 

These respondents made it clear that mentors must help protégés to see that there is no greater motivation and enabling toward holiness than the free grace and love of God. This is what Paul had to say:

You can not begin to deal with the grip of sin until you first deal with its guilt. Guilt is so de-motivating.  Its’ demoralizing, and the joy of forgiveness is the thing that really cranks us up to want to deal with the things that are troubling us. 

John added this:

The mentor must seek to take the guilt factor our of the reason for obedience, ultimately making it something that is precious rather than pressured…I know there are people who really will not like that, but what I’ve noticed is if you motivate people out of guilt, ultimately they give up anyway. 

This study revealed that Gospel-centered mentors believe the most important element of the Christian life is an understanding of God’s grace in Christ.  If people are gripped by the wonder of the truths of the Gospel and are learning to appropriate those truths in every area of life, then God will take them where they need to go.  Phoebe stated:

As I think about what happened in my own life, when I was writing an appreciation letter to mentors for what they had done for my life, I said, ‘How does a hammer eventually turn on a light bulb?’ Which is what happened.  They just hammered grace up one side and down the other. So I just keep sowing.  We faithfully sow. Period. 

Respondents explicitly stated that a spiritual mentor’s first and ultimate task is “to pass on a way of life, a paradigm of living out of the Gospel.”  If people are gripped by the Gospel, they will possess the motivation and enablement they need to live Christianly in every area of life.

The interviewees shared the common perspective that protégés must be given the foundation of growth, by teaching the truths of regeneration, justification, adoption and sanctification by grace through faith, and not mere human effort. Gospel-centered mentors, the data suggests, want to see protégés equipped for a lifetime of renewal.  Therefore, the elements of renewal are critical elements to be passed on. Silas stated:

One of the best presentations of the primary and secondary elements of renewal is found in Richard Lovelace’s book, Dynamics of Spiritual Life.  Lovelace asks, ‘What is it that has marked the Church in times of renewal and revival?’ and then seeks to answer that question.  The primary elements of renewal are the primary elements of the Gospel: our union with Christ.  And there’s no way to speak about union with Christ without speaking about amazing, amazing grace. 

Mentors are aware that fleshly hearts can abuse grace.  But Gospel-centered mentors keep preaching grace and constantly exalt the beauty of Christ.  If a mentoring relationship is anchored to these themes, then, as John asserted:

Protégés, despite having [the sinful flesh], are drawn more and more to Christ and are falling in love with God in such a way that they keep coming back to Him.

This section leads to the following conclusions:

Interpersonally: Mentors will only treat protégés the way they believe that God, in Christ, treats them.  If mentors are to offer protégés the Gospel, then they must be gripped by grace themselves.  In all of their conversations with protégés, mentors must constantly speak of the amazing grace of God available to us through Christ.  The love and mercy of God for sinners must be the refrain of the mentoring relationship.

Structurally: Mentoring curriculum must not only cover areas such as the spiritual disciplines or character issues. The doctrines of grace, and the loving, merciful Nature of God must be among the first lessons covered.  The doctrine of union with Christ and the doctrines that flow out of union with Christ must lay the foundation for the transformation of lives.

Supportively: The local Church where Gospel-centered mentoring takes place must be a Church where the amazing grace of God for sinners is constantly preached and taught.  The leadership of the Church must be gripped by the grace of God as the foundation of all growth in holiness.

Humble Relationships

The data suggests the following definition for this dimension of mentoring relationships:

Humble—That facet of the interpersonal component of mentoring where the mentor and protégé acknowledge a poverty of spirit and brokenness, thus admitting a desperate need for God’s grace to do a fresh work in their lives.

The data suggests that Gospel-centered mentors understand the need to lovingly and graciously, by the Spirit’s enabling, lead protégés to deeper repentance. Paul stated:

How do you go about preaching the Gospel to yourself?  First of all, the Gospel’s only for sinners, so you’ve got to come as a sinner.  Yes, a saved sinner, but still a practicing sinner.  Not just individual acts, but the sinfulness of the flesh.

John added:

I don’t think you can present the Gospel without saying, ‘You’re a sinner in need of a Savior. 


Priscilla also commented:

We have to continually deal with that sin in us and that sinful tendency to resist it. We’ve got to know that it’s a life of repentance. Part of what is involved in teaching covenantally means acknowledging just how sinful we are. 


Bart had this to say:

The way we bring the faith emphasis into mentoring is through repentance.  If a man begins to understand his need and his inability to make a move, then he’s going to say, ‘All I have left is God.  I will turn to Him.’ When a guy comes and he sees, as an example, a besetting sin, and he says, ‘I just can’t shake this thing,’ then you’ve got something to work with in the guy. 

The Gospel means “good news.” However, the Bible also teaches that before the Gospel is truly perceived as good news, we must acknowledge there is some news about us that is not so good.  As Matthew affirmed:

I am a hopeless sinner. Period. What God says about me is that I’m totally in need of the blood of Jesus Christ today.  On my very best day when I have the purest thoughts, when I’m most God-centered, I am still totally in need of the blood of Christ. That’s the only thing that has made me or will change me.

One mentor was adamant that the one sin which will destroy any mentoring relationship or keep a relationship from bearing much fruit is arrogance.  If people come into the mentoring relationship thinking they pretty much have things all figured out, and feel they’ve seen it all and heard it all, the mentoring relationship is in trouble from the start. As Silas stated:

You know, that’s why the Church, over the centuries, has said that arrogance is the first sin, the great sin, because it really is in pointed contrast to the first virtue of the kingdom, which is humility of spirit, a poverty of spirit.

Paul had this to say:

Once you get a good grasp of the Gospel, then you can afford to admit that you’re a sinner.  You don’t have to play defense attorney with your conscience.  We need to be more and more sensitive to sin, which drives us to the Gospel.  And then, as we live by the Gospel every day, acknowledging that we are righteous in the sight of God and accepted by Him purely on the basis of the righteousness of Christ, that motivates us to want to live up to that. 

Most of the people in this study clearly stated that mentors must teach protégés the theme of repentance.  They felt repentance to be a crucial part of the Gospel lifestyle.  

Matthew stated:

I think you’ve got to teach repentance. You know when Luther tacked the 95 theses on the door of Wittenburg, number one was repentance.  Repentance is being able to first of all say there is a problem. Second, I am the problem and I’m always the problem, but God, I need your help. I cannot deal with this.

There are principles related to repentance that must be passed on.  However, as one of the interviewees stressed, the specific terminology and verbiage related to repenting before God and others must not be institutionalized.

In addition, several of the respondents pointed out that protégés need help in repenting well.  Mark stated that many people have a view of repentance that is merely behavioral:

True repentance is always person-centered, and the Person in whom it is centered is God Himself because the essence of repentance is in the parable of the prodigal son when he says, ‘I will return to my father.’  Repentance is always relational and we’ve made it behavioral.  We’ve made it legalistic. 

Paul had this to say about the need to help protégés deepen in their repentance:

We are prone to regard depravity too much in general, whereas, in order to make any considerable progress in sanctification, we need to deal with our sins in detail.

Thad suggested that mentors must help protégés distinguish between what he termed fruit sins and root sins.  Protégés, he said, will often want to focus on fruit sins when mentors need to help them begin to see root sins.  Fruit sins are often behavior-oriented while root sins are often belief-oriented. Thad continued:

Root sins are often boiled down to pride and unbelief: pride--I can do it myself, self-reliance; unbelief--I don't need God.

Peter put repentance in terms of “attacking the obstacles of loving well.”  He said  effective mentors should help protégés face those issues of the heart that are keeping them from loving God with all their hearts, and from loving their neighbors as themselves.  Silas pointed out that “people bow their knees to all sorts of things,” and effective mentors help protégés discern what those idols of their hearts might be.

A majority of the interviewees emphasized that mentors need to be the chief repenters in the mentoring relationship.  Several went on to say that this repentance needs to be very specific and extremely concrete.  The research points out that the mentor needs to aim for heart repentance in his own life so that it is modeled for the protégé.  A few of the respondents observed that you can’t break a man’s heart, but you can go before him with a broken heart and model that by being honest about yourself and your need for Jesus every day, and then the Holy Spirit works. People don’t want to learn at the feet of proud, unbroken leaders. Listen to James’ words:

If you go broken, humble and sharing out of your weakness, they will listen.  Not only will they listen, but the Holy Spirit in them will say, ‘This is you, too!’ and they’ll weep.

The data suggests that mentors who have a deep sense of their own need for Christ and the power of His grace seem most able to pass on a hunger for Christ and the Gospel to protégés. John stated:

How can you preach grace if you don’t experience it? How can you, without a life of daily repentance, be prepared to have people know what it means to grow in grace?…Jack Miller’s ‘preach the Gospel to yourself’ seems to me to be the most critical component of being able to preach it to others. 

The study seems to reveal that the best mentors are broken people.  This observation was phrased in several ways.  People who are broken don’t need to be successful, they don’t need to focus on self, and therefore they are free to truly focus upon and love others.  Broken people don’t need to be great so they can care about God being great.  Broken people realize they can’t be everything the protégé needs them to be so they can point them more quickly to Christ. Matthew stated:

The giant step to a decent self-image is to realize there is a ton of stuff that I can’t do at all, but God still loves me.

Although much teaching on repentance seems to revolve around behaviors, the data suggests that self-righteousness is one of the key areas where mentors help protégés see their need for repentance.  Bart commented:

It’s your self-righteousness that’s worse much of the time because I’m often more the older brother in Luke 15 rather than the younger brother. 

Paul also stated:

Paul wrote Philippians not long after the storm recorded in Acts 27. I talk about throwing overboard self-righteousness.  The only other time in the Bible where a ship’s crew threw over the cargo was in Jonah 1.  To keep the cargo on board was actually dangerous.  But you know, when those shipmasters threw the cargo overboard, they did so with great regret.  Paul has no regrets.  He found something infinitely more valuable! 

In summary, the data suggests that mentors help protégés develop a repentant heart because as people get in touch with the struggles of their hearts, they realize their deeper need for the work of the cross. Bart said:

In my heart, I think, I need the Gospel more now than I did before.  And as you grow, you’ll find that too.  You need it more then. 

Thad added:

I keep wanting to minimize my sin, even in repenting of it.  I want to make it out to be less than what it is. And when that happens, I need less of the Savior.  I don’t want to be the guy who needs a really big Savior.  If I need one, listen, let’s let Him be a little one.  So that’s where I think a lot of the passion comes in pursuing God—it flows out of seeing that you really are a big sinner. 

This section leads to the following conclusions:

Interpersonally:  Gospel-centered mentors must seek to relate to protégés in such a way that their continual need for the redemptive power of the Gospel is emphasized.  The relationship is not centered around how strong we are or how great we are because we are in a mentoring relationship, but instead revolves around how desperately needy we are because of our sinfulness.  Mentors must help protégés get down to the root sins in their lives and not merely face fruit sins.  Mentors must set the pace in repenting over their own sinfulness if they want the relationship to aid protégés in their repentance.

Structurally: Gospel-centered mentoring curriculum must include the need to examine ourselves in every lesson.  Just as one of the purposes of Scripture is to expose sin to lead us to Christ (the second use of the Law), so one of the purposes of mentoring materials must be to expose sin and lead people to see their need for Christ.

Supportively: The Church context and environment must be a place where repentance is seen as the normal Christian lifestyle.  The pastor and other staff, as well as the officers and other Church leaders, must set the pace in appropriate repentance and sharing of their personal need for Christ.

Intentional Relationships

The data suggests the following definition for this dimension of mentoring relationships:

Intentional—That facet of the interpersonal and structural elements of mentoring which gives direction and purpose to the relationship.

One of the mentors, Philip, stated explicitly that Gospel-centered mentoring is:

taking some active role, initiative, in a person’s life for the sake of encouraging them in their calling in Christ. 

If that is part of the working definition of mentoring, and the data suggests it is, then there must be some direction such initiative is to take. Andrew asked:

What do we want a healthy Christian to look like? Draw me a picture.  And mentoring has to do with the whole picture, okay? Lacking this profile is probably the weakest link in many mentoring relationships.

Most of the mentors interviewed said that they begin with an end in mind of what a protégé established and equipped in the Gospel should look like. Andrew stated:

If it takes two weeks or two years, we won’t move forward on anything until the leadership are in agreement on what a disciple is. And you have to be careful, because if you’ve got the wrong blueprint, you’re going to get the wrong thing.  But most people don’t know what the blueprint is, or haven’t thought it through.

If you begin with the end in mind, several stated, when it comes time to evaluate, it will be much easier to determine what you should be doing in training time. At least one of the mentors felt that these profiles of a disciple need to be written down and worked through. There can be a lot of flexibility based on hunger and need and circumstance, and there can be jumping around, but you should have an overall plan for equipping the saints to observe everything Christ commanded. The data suggests that mentoring involves relationships with a clear agenda. Again, Andrew’s comments were relevant:

There are three questions that I tell people if they can understand these three questions, they can mentor anyone.  The first one is, ‘Where do I want this person to end up? What do I want them to look like? What should they look like?  What are the marks of a disciple? What is a healthy Christian?  The second question is, where is the person right now?  This is the hardest question of all.   Once you know where someone is headed, as you spend time with them, asking them questions, and praying for them, being sensitive to them, this question becomes very natural. The third question, therefore, is, what is the next step? So you’re constantly asking them questions, trying to figure out the next step to take. 

Many of the mentors interviewed use some kind of grid to help them exegete the protégé’s life. Some use the word competencies to describe the characteristics they want to trust God to develop in a protégés life.  The relationship, then, requires the mentor to be doing assessment on the progress of the protégé, to find out where the strengths and weaknesses are. Thomas offered:

Let's say out of the thirty competencies, it turns out that they've got pretty significant gaps in seven of the areas.  Well, he's got it worked out, what can be done in those seven areas to shore up the areas of weakness to get the person at least up to average knowledge, attitude and character in that area so the person can be effective.  I think that's a very important way of going at this kind of thing. There are even tools available to help mentors figure out the particular direction that would be best for them.

The data suggests that one of the healthiest exercises for any mentor to do is thinking through a complete profile of what a Christ-centered protégé looks like from top to bottom, from skills to character to theological framework. 

If you have a complete profile, you can look at every area of the protégé’s life, and understand clearly where work needs to be done.  

Once more, Andrew’s comments were helpful in this area:

When we’re in the car going somewhere, I know my agenda.  I know what I’m going to talk about.  If we’re watching a ball game, I’ve already decided what I’m going to talk about. 

As a couple of the respondents declared, some who have grown up in the Church may know their Bibles and know character issues, but are clueless on grace.  On the other hand, they continued, some un-Churched folks may understand the Gospel quickly, but have no idea of what’s in the Old Testament or have no idea on how to apply the Ten Commandments to daily life.  

The data suggests that not only is it important to be intentional about where a mentoring relationship needs to go, but also how it begins. Most of the interviewees admitted that the most effective relationships they’ve had were formed when they seemed to be particularly drawn to the protégé for one reason or another.  Silas commented:

I remember being struck by, in one of Paul’s letters, where he speaks about Timothy, and he uses the language of kinship.  And I think that’s part of the dynamic, really, of discipleship.  There is a kindred spirit, there is a kinship of heart.  The people I find are almost always people, who on some level, I’m able to find a connection or a link that allows us to get to know each other.

“Chemistry,” the respondents suggested, is important to the initiation, development and growth of mentoring relationships. Bart put it this way:

My selection now is different than it used to be.  It used to be, ‘Hey, you want to be mentored? Just come and join us.’ And I’m finding that there are certain personality types I don’t disciple as well as others. 

However, Thad, one of the respondents, disagreed and felt that since the Gospel is bigger than his personal preferences, chemistry should not be a factor. Out of the fourteen respondents, though, thirteen asserted that there are age factors, life-experience factors, hobbies and interests that affect the quality of the mentoring relationship.  Effective relationships result, most claimed, when mentors and protégés hook up because they just “hit it off.”  They felt that there must be the opportunity for real friendship. There are interests that can be engaged in even apart from the formal mentoring process.  The parties simply enjoy being together.  As Thomas pointed out:

Mentoring is challenging enough as it is, and if you don’t like the guy, and if you don’t click, then the relationship just doesn’t go very far. 

The data suggests, therefore, that the highest quality mentoring relationships seem to happen when there is some sort of chemistry between the mentor and the protégé. Therefore, mentors suggest that relationship-forming be done in a very intentional way.   Mentoring is not simply a formal relationship where content is passed on, the respondents claimed, so  there needs to be a relationship established on personal, one-on-one love.  Phoebe stated:

My Care Group leaders became terrified and said, 'You mean we have to mentor ten people?' And I said, 'No. Out of ten, maybe you're going to click with one.  It's going to resonate.  You'll have natural flow.  You'll see them more naturally.'  And so I ask them to pay attention to natural connection. 

Several interviewees also suggested that mentors look for those potential protégés who are hungry for growth.  Silas asserted:

They’ve got to be eager to learn.  The students who flourish here are students marked by these two qualities: they have an eagerness for God and an eagerness to learn. 

Bart added:

The best guys I found in the past are guys who are saying, ‘I have a hunger here.  I’ve got a desire.  I have a need.  Something’s happened in my life where I know I need something more.  I have some emptiness, maybe a little brokenness.’ Guys who are saying, ‘I’m coming to the table hungry.’

Peter also affirmed:

We need to know that these are obviously men that are so obviously being dealt with by the Spirit and coming under the influence of the Gospel.  You definitely want to invest in these guys. 

Another dimension to intentionality brought up by the respondents related to the prioritizing of relationships that mentoring demands.  Phoebe stated:

It is a wiser investment of my time to pour into these women on the leadership team.  It is a wiser investment of my time than to do that AND simultaneously be teaching. 

And Andrew commented:

Love the world. Help many. Disciple a few. There is a prioritizing of relationships.  I think in helping people you’ve got to be able to run to the hospital, you’ve got to be able to stop in the hallway, but when you decide to mentor some folks, they’ve got to be a priority, and you have to look at them as a relationship like you would your children and your family. They’d just be a handful, but those relationships are a priority.

Finally, Peter had this to say:

I think it’s so important, and I say this non-legalistically, to be thinking about, ‘Who is that handful of men that I want to continue to pour into until Jesus comes back?’ 

This section leads to the following conclusions with respect to the research questions:

Interpersonally: Gospel-centered mentors must spend time observing protégés to learn as much about them as possible.  Mentors must not only be concerned about what protégés need to hear; they also need to be concerned about when they need to hear it.  Mentors must love protégés enough to really understand where they are in their walk with God and in their understanding of the Gospel.  In addition, mentors need to be able to guide the relationship where it needs to go.

Structurally:  Gospel-centered mentoring curriculum must include a complete profile of what an established and equipped protégé looks like.  Then, the curriculum must aid mentors in covering the elements and issues related to the profile.

Supportively: The local Church must assist the initiation of mentoring relationships.  Mentors need support in understanding who they are and in understanding who prospective protégés are in the Church.  The local Church can assist mentoring relationships by providing events that bring people together to get to know one another so that effective mentoring can occur.

Loving Relationships

The data suggests the following definition for this dimension of mentoring relationships:

Loving—That facet of the interpersonal component of mentoring where the mentor, with great sensitivity to the needs of the protégé, seeks to create an environment of unconditional acceptance and strong encouragement.

All of the interviewees clearly stated in one way or another that the mentor incarnate the love of God in real and practical ways.  It may take real sacrifice and personal discomfort to enter the protégé's world.  One of the missionary respondents, James, declared concerning one of his mentoring relationships:

There was seven years of work, love and relationship.  I taught him and actually paid his way through college; there were frequent trips to his village, squatting down into his cow-dung hut that you can't stand up in, smoke filling your eyes, drinking tea, getting to know his family, doing evangelism together with him to his own family.

The data suggests Gospel-centered mentors understand that people have the opportunity to experience change the most when they are loved well. As Phoebe affirmed:

It’s agonizingly slow to meet women at the coffee shop, but then I think, how did it happen to me?  You know how it happened to me?  I wasn’t changed by reading a book.  Its because two friends loved me well.  Books helped, but without those two friends, those books would have been nothing but frustration to me.  Those people loved me well and they radically changed my life, and I am one of those people that will go out and multiply. 

Since people experience the greatest opportunity for change when they are loved well, Gospel-centered mentors work hard to create an environment of safety and acceptance for the protégé. Philip stated:

There is a freedom that you instill in the protégé that you’re receptive to questions and receptive to doubts and the person not having the right answer, and you’re receptive to offering forgiveness when they fail that breeds more willingness to kind of be vulnerable and so forth. I think you have a lot of attention to that as a mentor.  You have to create and nurture the environment where they feel safe. 

Several of the interviewees revealed that love is shown toward protégés by taking the time to really get to know them.  Andrew commented:

This is kind of a bold statement I make.  I tell somebody, 'Look. If you're trying to disciple someone, I can tell you the material to use if you will come back to me with 250-300 one-line observations about them...and I'm not talking about things like 'they like the color blue.'  This will lead mentors to observe them and to talk with them and listen to them...I guarantee you, if you observe people like that, if you show up and pray for them and pray through it, they will never have experienced interest or love like that before. 

The data revealed that mentors must take the time to get to know the protégés well.  As one respondent asserted, mentors must learn “how protégés tick: their temperaments, their strengths, weaknesses, bents, passions, burdens.”  Andrew, again, asserted:

I’ve always said that the person discipling someone should learn as much as they can about a person’s background and know how much they’ve been scarred by the fall and been brought along to understand it.

This knowledge is critical to applying the great themes of Gospel living in particular and individualized ways. 

As John commented:

I would seek to exegete the person as well as my message.  Who are they? What can they accept? What kind of person am I working with and how do I need to adjust appropriately? I mean, there are different kinds of people.  There are different kinds of learners.  If someone tells me that every child is made this way or every single relationship has to proceed on this path, I would say that you have not recognized the beauty of the complexity of the way that God has made human nature. 

When it comes to mentoring, the vast majority of the respondents stated in a variety of ways that love is spelled T-I-M-E.  “I just spend time with them,” was a common statement.

It was clearly stated by a number of the interviewees that mentors need to spend time with the protégé in their worlds. In addition, the protégés need to be invited into the world of the mentor.  Mentors, several asserted, can't expect the protégés to come to them all the time.  Mentors go to the protégé and join them in their worlds. As Philip affirmed:

There is a real lingering that has to happen with mentoring that you can't force--it kind of resists formulaic boundaries...it demands quantity time, it just does.  It just does. 

A few of the interviewees mentioned that mentors must be careful about starting well and finishing poorly.  The temptation will always be present to become task-oriented or content-focused rather than to remain relational.  The thought will be, as Phoebe stated, "I've spent a year building relationship, now its time to get to the task.”  Phoebe continued:

This whole mindset is not just that I can lay a relational foundation and then we can move into task.  It’s, I can lay the foundation and then I've got to keep doing it and doing it and doing it. 


One of the interviewees who has mentored people for many years, Paul, shared that his greatest mistake in mentoring has been related to being too methodical and structured.  He shared how easy it is to just plow through material without being sensitive to the protégé.

You know, we don’t rear children in such a methodical fashion.  We don’t say, ‘O.K., this month we’re going to do this, and next month we’re going to do that.’  Rather, we respond to their development.

Most of the interviewees emphasized the need for the content of the Gospel to be lived out in the context of loving relationships.  As Phoebe stated:

Too many mentoring relationships revolve around content.  This model is the easiest to choose because it’s a lot less risky to focus on behaviors and skills and check-lists than it is to focus on developing real spiritual openness and intimacy.  Content-driven mentoring may be safe but they will usually be shallow. They may appear easy but they will also, inevitably, be deceitfully empty. 

James also stated:

If you ask one of the guys I’m mentoring what his relationship is with me, I don’t know that he’d be able to say anything except I’ve loved him and helped send him through school and he’s going to be there at my wedding when I take my wife.

Many of the mentors interviewed stated how important it is for mentors to see themselves as fellow travelers on the Gospel pathway. As Paul asserted:

Rather than seeing things vertically, ‘I am over you and you are under me,’ there is the perspective that we are walking this way together. We need to maintain a gentle spirit. 

This section leads to the following conclusions with respect to the research questions:

Interpersonally: Gospel-centered mentors need to treat protégés the way God, in Christ, treats them.  Mentors must seek to create an environment of safety and acceptance for the protégé.  Mentors must seek to unconditionally accept the protégé, while at the same time never compromising on what God requires of us.  Mentors must seek to maintain a gentle spirit toward protégés and treat them as fellow travelers on the way.  Mentors need to realize that love is most effectively shown by spending time with the one you are seeking to love.

Structurally: The curriculum must constantly point out that getting through the material does not score points with anyone.  The curriculum is simply an aid to relationship: relationship first with God, then secondly with the mentor.  In other words, the content must never take priority over the context of the relationship.

Supportively: The local Church should seek to keep programming at a minimum so that Church members would have the free time necessary to love others well.  In addition, the local Church should pursue a model of ministry that is highly relational.

Ministry-Directed Relationships

The data suggests the following definition for this dimension of mentoring relationships:

Ministry-directed—That facet of the interpersonal, structural and supportive components of mentoring which aims at a love for God and for others, resulting in fruitful service.

All interviewees voiced concern that sometimes a misunderstanding of Gospel-centered mentoring may lead to a self-serving perspective of grace.   As Thad admitted:

The natural inclination of my flesh is to love myself and put my own interests first.

Many voiced the opinion that mentors must help protégés process the Gospel beyond just what is in it for them.  Thad stated that “sometimes the self-centeredness of sin can take something as wondrous as the Gospel and turn it into an opportunity for the flesh.”  Another shared that:

“sometimes the Gospel doesn't go deep enough in peoples' hearts and it just goes in at a very selfish level.”

As one leader of a mentoring ministry shared, “the Gospel needs to lead somewhere in a believer’s life.”  It must lead them ultimately outside of themselves and out into the world. Mentors, this respondent stated, must continually remind protégés that the Gospel of grace has got to go somewhere outside of ourselves.  Thad continued:

As Paul writes in Galatians, faith will express itself through love.  Why will this happen? If I am covered in the righteousness of Christ, if Christ is all I need, then I will be freed up to love others and not be so concerned about myself.

Several of the interviewees talked about the importance of mentors needing to help protégés find their function within the body.  Paul, for instance, stated:

I feel pretty strongly about helping the person find his function in the body. Try a few things and see where God blesses, things that you enjoy, and see what people respond to. 

Several of the respondents shared that effective mentors involve protégés with them in ministry.  A couple of the mentors interviewed even had a term for this and called it the “with Him” principle that Christ modeled as He gathered His disciples around Him in the context of ministry.  All the interviewees spoke of the need for mentors to help protégés think through ministry opportunities.  One suggestion on how to do this was helping protégés think through opportunities at work that arise from circumstances and conversations.  Paul, again:

I think that this young disciple, if he’s going to be growing, needs to be sharing what he’s learning from the Lord with somebody else. 

Another perspective that was unanimously shared had to do with the mentor taking the time to encourage protégés to develop friendships with non-believers.  At some point mentors come alongside a protégé in the context of them sharing their faith with their friends.  Afterwards they can debrief over what was said, and why, and continue the training in outreach. Philip offered:

That’s one of the skills that you try to produce…being in situations with them where you can share the Gospel with non-believers with them, both watching and participating. 

I was surprised by how many respondents suggested that mentors take protégés on short-term mission trips.   One shared how these trips involve people in all kinds of preparation and planning and praying.  Another shared that the trips carry the relationship into new arenas.  They bring in new dynamics and bubble up new issues.  In addition, one of the interviewees involved with a mission organization stated that the importance of having a global purpose is brought to the fore.

Many of the interviewees gave great examples of how to help the protégé develop a mindset for outreach.  One shared that “you can read books on evangelism, you can share testimonies and stories about evangelism, but there needs to be on-the-job training for real equipping to take place.”  Another suggested that you can plan some evangelistic dinners where you invite some unChurched folks together for a cook out.  Still another shared how he had gone to a ball game with some unChurched guys and not even planned on talking about spiritual things.  He shared that one of the most important elements of the Christian life which must be modeled, is simply hanging out with unbelievers.  


Thad shared that the greatest evangelists all through the Gospels were the people touched deeply by the love and grace of God.  He asserted that he believes it is still the same today.  He shared that if we want to see protégés sharing their faith and committed to world evangelization, we simply need to bring their hearts into contact with the love and grace of God.

The only thing that gives me a passion for the lost is a deeper apprehension of my own sin.  And when I see it in light of the love and grace of God, when I see that God doesn’t just love sinners, but God loves me, a sinner, when I’m deeply repenting and seeing God’s grace move into my life with forgiveness and healing and redemption, it gives me a greater desire to share Christ with others.

When it comes to reproduction and multiplication, several of the interviewees talked about the importance of casting that vision early on in the process. 

Andrew stated:

We need to get excited about the prospect of discipleship.  Early on we need to look for ways to enthusiastically talk about the privilege of mentoring to protégés.  I often say to them, ‘If you think it’s been great being mentored, you ought to experience it from this side! 

Another concern voiced by several of the respondents was the tendency for mentoring to focus on privatized piety.  As Mark commented:

The goal can not be that I go to Church so that I can understand what God wants me to do, and then I do it and I live in my closed little world of individualism.  The goal is love. Love for God and love for others, which leads to service. 

One interviewee who works with students, Silas, shared that the Gospel must be presented as the good news which has everything to do with every area of life, and as that which has plenty to say about how people live and what they do.  We must guard against using the Gospel to simply address a privatized piety. He talked about the need for mentors to help protégés think through what the Gospel looks like lived out in their particular culture.  Silas continued:

How do we, in our own time and place, at the beginning of the 21st century, understand the call to be really, really, really in the world but not of it?  Where are the points of pressure bearing on the Church right now?  What does the social engagement of the Gospel mean for us?  What does a healthy life look like, both individually and corporately?

The interviewees agreed that a mentoring relationship is less than it should be if protégés are not propelled into the world for service and ministry.  As Priscilla shared, good theology and a devotional apprehension of the doctrines of grace, will create ministers of the Gospel and servants of the Church:

I used to say, ‘I’ve got to take my theology and push it out into faith and life.’  But you know what?  The older I get the more I realize that that’s not what is going on here.  My theology is pushing me out in ways and places I would never go on my own…the more I understand who God is, the more I understand His word, the more I’m pushed in directions I’d never think of going in my own mind…and that’s what I want to see happen in the lives we’re privileged to mentor.  I want to see them so rooted in who God is and what He says that then what they do will flow out of that. 

This section leads to the following conclusions with respect to the research questions:

Interpersonally: Gospel-centered mentors must continually seek to push protégés out into new areas of ministry and service.  The relationship must not be allowed to revolve around the protégé and his growth, but must revolve around the glory of Christ through the discipling of the nations.  Mentors must seek to help protégés think through a public and not merely privatized piety.

Structurally: Gospel-centered mentoring materials must lead the relationship outside of itself.  Materials should be geared to help protégés think through the implications of the Gospel for the lost around them, as well as for the culture in which they live.  Materials must not only focus on the so-called spiritual issues of life, but must aid protégés in thinking through the Gospel for all of life.

Supportively: The vision of the local Church must be larger than itself.  The teaching and vision must be bigger than the body life of the congregation.  Church health that involves an outward focus must take a priority over Church growth.

Redemptive Relationships

The data suggests the following definition for redemptive mentoring relationships:

Redemptive—That facet of the interpersonal, structural and supportive components of mentoring where the protégé is inspired with hope and encouragement through focusing on the transforming power and promises of the Work of Christ.

Several interviewees shared a concern that in some Gospel-centered models so much emphasis is given to dealing with personal sinfulness and the doctrine of repentance that protégés can be plunged into despair. As Philip offered:

We're not left at the foot of the cross all day and all night, saying 'Woe is me.  I can't do this.  I can't do that.'  I mean, we're not just at the foot of the cross.  The tomb is empty, so there is the presence of God's work in your life. 

Many of the respondents emphasized the fact that mentors must not emphasize sin and repentance over the hopefulness of redemption.  As one of the missionary interviewees, James, shared, if repentance is emphasized to the exclusion of the hope of the Spirit it can lead to despair:

We need to point peoples' eyes to the throne of grace, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of the Father. Our elder Brother is there, interceding for us, praying for us according to the will of God.  He’s there making me beautiful. 

Another commonly shared perspective was the Christian life is a supernatural life, and one of the roles of a mentor is to help the protégé see the high calling of God in Christ.  One of the men pointed out that Paul prayed believers will see and understand what is the hope of their calling, and then shared that mentors must seek to put that prayer into practice in their relationships. Another shared that Gospel mentoring involves relationships geared toward growth in Christ in which mentors simultaneously walk with a protégé in the brokenness and fallenness of human nature, while pointing another toward the hope of the Gospel of Christ.  As Phoebe shared:

I am redeemed, and if I am redeemed, then I bear a unique reflection of Christ, so I hammer that pretty hard.  All the way through the relationship, we need to emphasize not just where I am a mess, but also where we see the seeds of redemption and the highest way to do that is through relationship because you catch them in the act.

Mentors must help protégés see the incredible brokenness and fallenness of life, both personally and culturally.  This will reveal a deeper need for Christ and the Gospel.  However, mentors also need to affirm and encourage all that is remarkably wondrous about life, particularly as redeemed people.  Mentors must seek to affirm protégés as people of unique destiny, called out by Christ to accomplish great things with the gifts He has given them.  Silas asked:

What is the redemptive focus of mentoring? Well, I’ve really come to like the language of  N.T. Wrght, in his book, Reflecting the Glory. Wright says that we are to take up the vocation of Christ, and the vocation of Christ, he argues, was at one and the same time, to weave together both the most remarkable joy and the most remarkable sorrow, and that as we imitate His vocation, we are to weave those into the pattern of our days too.  This most remarkable joy and most remarkable sorrow.

The data emphasized the need for protégés to gain a sense that there is power available through the resurrected life of Jesus.  

John stated:

It is saying to people, you can be obedient because of who you are.  It’s faith in what we are, back to the indicative again.  It’s actually believing that God has made you able.  In union with Christ, we are new creatures in Christ Jesus.  I really can do what the Holy Spirit is revealing to me should be done. 

The data seems to suggest that a Gospel-centered mentor attempts to bring the wonder and hope of the Gospel into every conversation. As Phoebe shared:

It was that I just kept sowing the seed of the Gospel in the relationship, and I kept sowing and I kept sowing.  So I think that’s how we do it. We faithfully sow. Period.  Why do we faithfully sow? Because it is the power of God.  Because it’s truth in our own lives and that’s just the way we see life.  Then [the protégé] watches it too.  They watch it modeled out in me. 

As a couple of respondents stated, what propels people to impact others is their understanding of the beauty of God in Christ, the wonder of the grace of God and the fact that they bear the unique reflection of Christ in their lives through the power of the Holy Spirit.  Several interviewees pointed out that the power of the Gospel has to be affirmed and modeled in the relationship.  John offered:

If all the mentor ever talks about is how he is struggling with the flesh and how much he has failed over the past week, that really is not showing people the victory or the beauty of the Gospel. 

The majority of respondents shared that Gospel-centered mentors work hard at helping protégés see how they bear the unique reflection of Christ.  They labor to help them understand that every event and circumstance of their lives has been sovereignly ordained so that they would uniquely bear the image of Christ to a watching world. Therefore, Gospel-centered mentors are not only constantly adulating the beauty of God in Christ to protégés, but they are also constantly adulating the beauty of Christ in the protégé.  

Phoebe commented:

I believe that a key component of knowing someone's story and interacting with somebody is reflecting back constantly when you see the unique reflection of Christ that they bear; you call it out and you speak of it. 

Gospel-centered mentors constantly point protégés to their identity in Christ.  They used descriptions such as: They are the beloved of God.  They are regenerate.  They are indwelt by the power of the Holy Spirit.  They are justified.  They are sons and daughters of the Father.  God's sovereign grace has been at work in their lives from birth, to uniquely form them to reflect the glory of the Gospel and the glory of Christ.  Again, Phoebe:

I think an essential point of why mentoring is not happening among us is because we are not speaking redemption enough. 

The interviewees as a whole saw a real connection between the spiritual development of the protégés and an appropriating of the redemptive promises of the Gospel. Therefore, Gospel-centered mentors constantly point protégés to the promises of God's grace.  As Mark commented:

I continually come back to the promises of God to me in Jesus Christ.  I read those promises and my soul gets saturated with them and that's what tends to change me.  But it’s not a change that takes place once and for all, permanently.  I have to come back to them over and over again.  And so, I think we've got to take up the Gospel daily in order to follow after Jesus Christ.  We all tend to just lose it on a daily basis.  And I recognize that if I tend to lose it, the person I'm mentoring also tends to lose it. 

John summarized the redemptive aspect of Gospel-centered mentoring when he shared his view of the hope of tomorrow:

We begin to talk about how the power of the Gospel changes us and how there is hope and how tomorrow does not have to be like yesterday, and 'I am like you, but I've been changed, so you can be changed too!'

This section leads to the following conclusions with respect to the research questions:

Interpersonally: Gospel-centered mentors must seek to speak redemptively into the lives of protégés.  Mentors must learn to be particularly sensitive to those times when protégés are discouraged because their battle is intense with guilt and discouragement.  Though it is true that we must live repentant lives, we must also remind people that in Christ there is hope.  Mentors must seek to point protégés to the promises of God and to a faith perspective.  The faithfulness of God to His covenant promises, and not the faithfulness of the protégés themselves, must be their hope.

Structurally:  Gospel-centered mentoring materials must be filled with the redemptive promises of the Gospel.  Every lesson needs to point protégés to the hope of the finished work of Christ on their behalf.  Protégés need to be challenged to greater obedience, yet the constant encouragement offered by the promises of the Gospel must be given as well.  The hope of the regenerate heart and the presence of the Holy Spirit must be a constant theme in all mentoring curriculums.

Supportively: The local Church needs to work to create an environment of redemptive hope.  The past, present and future work of Christ must be emphasized from the pulpit and at every teaching opportunity.  Even the worship needs to point people to the redemptive power of the Gospel.

Strategic Relationships

The data suggests the following definition for this dimension of mentoring relationships:

Strategic—That facet of mentoring that provides the curriculum and training outlines for the relationship.

The respondents were unanimous that mentoring does require some content or curriculum. Priscilla affirmed:

First, it is required to keep people on track.  There needs to be some assurance that the right content is being communicated-again, context without content is anemic.  There needs to be some solid materials for people to use. 

Thomas also asserted:

We have to train our protégés.  I think we have to give them tracks.  I think we have to give them books that they can take a person through.

Others shared the thought that there is no way around the reality that content plays a big part in guiding the mentoring relationship.  The doctrines of grace and the finished work of Christ, union with Christ and the doctrines flowing out of union with Christ must be repeatedly emphasized in Gospel centered mentoring.  The relationship must involve content that emphasizes a Gospel center for justification, sanctification and service.  


One of the missionary interviewees shared that if mentoring relationships are to be reproducible, then it’s good to develop packages or lessons in writing.  Still others felt that these lessons need to focus initially on the themes of grace, the elements of the Gospel, the indicatives.  Then the Gospel needs to be poured into various areas of life, such as the home and the workplace.  The means of grace need to be worked in throughout as well, but not in a legalistic, performance-based way. John stated:

The means of grace are important, in fact they are necessary to grow in godliness.  However, they’re not the things that ultimately will make you godly. 

If a mentoring relationship is to have intentionality and direction, there must be a place for curriculum.  However, the bulk of the data suggests that no one curriculum is the right one.  Each mentoring context should decide what curriculum it will use to make multiplication possible.  Some mentors said they like to focus on the themes of the Gospel, while others prefer the focus to be the Person of Christ and the Attributes of God.  For instance, Jesus as Lord, Savior, Friend, and Brother; or God as Gracious, Good, Faithful, Sovereign and Forgiving.  Still others mentioned the historical model of the Apostles' Creed, the Ten Commandments and the Lord’s Prayer.  

All interviewees shared how important it is to ground Gospel discussions and Gospel relationships in the Scriptures. The data suggests mentors always think through applicable sections of Scripture that will bring the Gospel to bear on whatever circumstances the protégé is facing.  As Paul stated:

When we talk about the reality of sin, it’s important to ground the discussion in the Scriptures.  When we talk about the blessings of the Gospel, it’s important to ground the discussion in the Scriptures.

Though most of the respondents cautioned against being too content-oriented, some also stated that content, if used properly, can actually aid the development of the relationship.

Mark commented:

People come into relationships, generally, with the guard up.  This is where the content of the Gospel aids the development of the relationship.  As mentors teach about the wonder of the Gospel of grace and as they share out of the reality of their own hearts and lives, barriers begin to fall. 

Several respondents emphasized that content emphasizing building homes of grace must be a key theme in mentoring post-modern people.  Protégés must be able to see the connection between Gospel themes, their home life and work life.  Building marriages of grace and parenting by grace are key elements of mentoring today’s adults.  

The study revealed that curriculum should first cover union with Christ and its related doctrines of grace such as justification and adoption as well as perseverance.  As Thad, shared, 

Protégés need to see what a Great Savior Christ is.  Then they need to see how deep their need for Christ is by being led to see the depth of their sin.  Then, as they begin to see the largeness of the cross and the wonder of the Gospel, they need to be taught that grace isn’t just about their comfort and acceptance, its got to move out in loving others. 

James felt the means of grace should be introduced once repentance and faith are fairly understood.  Again, the reason is that if people are truly gripped by the love and grace of God, there doesn’t need to be a lot of prodding to move them into the word of God and prayer.  John added:

Where we hurt them is when we say, 'Now God will love you or care for you if you do this,' because then what we do is we actually take away the love of God and we replace it with conditional acceptance.  That is not Scriptural.

However, there are training issues surrounding how to read and study the Bible, and suggestions for how to pray.  Obviously the respondents felt those things can be taught.


Several of the interviewees shared their perspective on the areas of content that need to be part of a Gospel-centered mentoring curriculum. All agreed that mentors need to train protégés in the correct use of the means of grace.  Character issues are key as well, particularly in our post-modern culture.  Many new believers lack the normative Christian perspective that was known and held by even many unbelievers in the past.  Younger generations are entering the Church unaware of what Christian character and Christian values are all about.  They are  at best uncertain about what a Christian husband or wife, a Christian parent or even a Christian businessman looks like.  As Mark pointed out:

Those values are almost totally absent now in our society and culture.  Not only are they absent, they are being attacked.  So we've got a lot of Christian young people who are coming without any of those values--and its like another planet, the Christian world.  So there's a lot of Christian character training that needs to take place. 

Mentors must encourage diligence and regularity in the means of grace.  However, mentors must also be very skilled at being gracious and patient toward protégés when they fail in diligence and regularity.  As John asserted:

The mentor must seek to take the guilt factor out of the reason for obedience, ultimately making the Christian discipline something that is precious rather than pressured...I know there are people who really will not like that, because they'll sense that if you take the guilt off, then people will not be regular, and I think that's true, they won't be as regular.  But what I've noticed is if you motivate people out of guilt, ultimately they give up anyway. 

The data suggests that mentors must emphasize and model and equip protégés in the means of grace.  Mentors must also warn protégés of the dangers of misusing the means of grace. The interviewees all agreed that the means of grace are key elements of Christian living.  Means of grace, they asserted, are both opportunities to express love to God as well as ways to place us in the stream of the Holy Spirit's work.  Phoebe commented:

I think all of those things, just like programs, are tools; tools of positioning yourself.  And I think that you use them all and to not use them would be tremendously unwise, but the manner in which you introduce and use them is everything. 

Maybe the tracks of the past were not the most helpful, but at least people understood the importance of having tracks.  There must be a track upon which we can run.  As Peter suggested, mentors need to use these tracks and keep on saying, “We will not, we must not, forget the Gospel.”  But tracks are not the key, the Gospel is.  The study revealed that there is a place for tracks, but if we're not careful the tracks will take the place of the Gospel, and we will begin trusting in the tracks and forgetting the Gospel.  Peter added:

I think we in this exciting, important moment to be rediscovering the glories of God's grace, we need to go back and remember that a lot of those key areas and vistas where we were trained up in the past, that these are central areas, that even though maybe we had the engine wrong and the motivation wasn't always right, here indeed are parts of Scripture shaped and framed. They are the areas we need to be thinking about.  And I think what we can do is reclaim some of those areas and now think through them with the Gospel lens.  How will these areas, fueled by the Gospel, how will it look different?  Some of the stuff we simply need to reclaim because it wasn't so bad.  It's not that what we did was wrong, its why we did it.  So let's just fill in the gaps here.  But then there does have to be some fresh thinking as well of things that traditional discipleship failed to even consider.  Some of the criticisms of Gospel-centered Churches are entirely justified.  It can be way too existential.  It can be irresponsible.  Let's listen to the critics of the Gospel and learn from them.  Again, a lot of material is out there that simply needs to be baptized into the love and grace of God. 

This section leads to the following conclusions with respect to the research questions:

Interpersonally: Gospel-centered mentors must understand the need for the proper use of materials.  Materials and curriculum help move the relationship forward and keep it intentional.  A relationship without content will be anemic.  Mentors must emphasize that though materials are important, the person is more important than the curriculum.  Mentors must stress that communicating material is not as important as bringing our hearts before the Lord.

Structurally:  Protégés should be trained in certain skills of ministry and  spiritual disciplines.  Without curriculum it will be very difficult to have a multiplying mentoring ministry.  These materials need to flow out of the profile of an established and equipped protégé, yet they must be used to give direction to the process. One of the strengths of traditional mentoring has been its use of materials.  Those materials were lacking a Gospel-centered foundation and perspective, but the importance of curriculum to the process was understood.  As has been said, “a lot of the material out there simply needs to be baptized into the love and grace of God.”

Supportively: The local Church can support this strategic element of Gospel-centered mentoring by calling its staff and elders to be creators of materials.  The burden can be shared so that no one person needs to bear the burden of creating an entire mentoring curriculum.  In addition, the Church can help make people aware that such materials exist to aid and support people who would be willing to mentor others.

Transparent Relationships

The data suggests the following definition for this dimension of mentoring relationships:

Transparent—That facet of the interpersonal component of mentoring where the mentor seeks to provide an open, authentic environment through modeling personal honesty and vulnerability.

One of the statements that was made more than any other concerned the need for mentors to be transparent and vulnerable with protégés. Some of the terms used to describe the importance of transparency were “critical,” or “crucial” and “vital.” Some interviewees pointed to transparency as one of the key elements in the ideal mentoring relationship.  John stated: 

I would think that there would be mutual sharing of weakness, openness to repentance, and a willingness to share experiences.  I think the mentor should take the lead in each of those areas. 

Silas added:

I think that the person who’s on the mentor’s side has to be marked by an openness of heart. 

The data clearly suggests it is critical that the mentor bring a lot of honesty into the relationship, honesty about past failures and current struggles.  Thomas offered this story:

I don’t believe in hiding things from people that I mentor.  In one of my classes, I took students through all the strengths, but also the weaknesses of my ministry.  And I could tell as I went through that, there was just sort of a sigh of relief.  I mean it was sort of like a transformation in the atmosphere, and it just reminded me for the two thousandth time that I have to be transparent.

Bart’s comments are also relevant:

If I’m discipling a guy, I’ll invite him over to my house.  See how I live.  See how we live in sin, our life is messy too.  Let me tell you where I’m struggling, where my issues are.  The model is, you see, when I tell someone I didn’t have my quiet time yesterday; that transparency is a sign of maturity, paradoxically almost, because I’m repenting, I’m sorry that I didn’t spend time with my Lord and Savior. 

These mentors made it clear that it was their aim to help the protégé see that at an important level there is no difference in their need for the Lord. As Philip asserted:

It is important to communicate that we are both naked and helpless before the Lord. 

John stated:

We’re talking about what it means to be open hearted before the face of God.  We’re trying to do that with each other in loving relationships.

The data suggests that Gospel-centered mentors must set the pace in transparency.  Several of the mentors interviewed even used the words, “I want to be the chief repenter.” Thomas stated:

I think vulnerability is part of the model, and I think that if it’s not part of the model, it’s a skewed, inaccurate model that’s unrealistic.

Respondents seemed to have an awareness that the tendency of the flesh is to want to impress others and to set up appearances that hide the true condition of our hearts.  Therefore the mentors interviewed expressed the need to engage in a lot of personal sharing. Matthew stated:

I do a lot of personal sharing to show them that it’s alright to admit that you're a sinner, that you're struggling, that you've totally blown it. 

Several respondents voiced the opinion that the mentor’s transparency is particularly important when protégés have failed in some way. 

Andrew offered:

When the failure comes, whether they didn't memorize verses or whatever, that's not the time for a 'spanking.' It's the time to try to share the importance of the means of grace, but also for confessing your own shortcomings.  'I've been there.  We've all been there.'

Most of the interviewees expressed a desire to lead protégés into a lifestyle of appropriate transparency. For instance, Matthew shared:

I talk about the struggle I had yesterday.  I think being very real with people is helpful.  Secondly, encourage them to do the same, and let them know that admitting struggles is not what gets you turned away.  It’s what gets others excited in this context. 

Philip commented:

Mentors need to give permission to be vulnerable by setting the pace. They kind of set the tone and the parameters that vulnerability is normal here.  Well, obviously that’s very inviting, and it’s very freeing, so that you avoid the trap, ‘Oh, since he’s perfect, now I have to be perfect.’ You don’t get into that trap.

Another reason given by some as to why it is so important to be transparent in mentoring relationships was the fact that repentance breeds repentance. James stated:

As we taught [the Gospel] to the men, I shared about my lack of integrity in the ministry, about the way I would deceive people by not showing my true feelings, how I would lie and shirk responsibility.  As I taught in this way, men’s hearts were being convicted.

One man felt that honesty is key to enable a mentoring relationship.  Honesty, initiated by the mentor, opens the relationship up to discuss the real and deep issues of the heart.  As one mentor stated, “We need to stop straining gnats and swallowing camels.”

James again:

We get together and we study these little things in books, and we’ve got bigger problems than that in our lives.  Again, when there is honesty, there comes openness, and all of a sudden things get really real.  Be willing to be a weak person teaching this stuff.

The interviewees voiced their conviction that not only should the mentor create an environment of transparency, but also such an ethos should permeate the entire Church.  John commented:

I would think that one of the very important things that happens in the life of the Church, whether it’s a Sunday School class, or Bible studies, or prayer meetings or one-on-one relationships, is that we have a consistent ability to confess our sins to one another, and to acknowledge the grace of God over that.  And by that, I don’t mean I wash my dirty laundry in front of people…but I think there are moments, regular moments in the life of the Church where we should be sharing our struggles. 

This section leads to the following conclusions with respect to the research questions:

Interpersonally: Gospel-centered mentors must set the pace in being transparent with their protégés.  The relationship must be built upon the understanding that realness is important.  Mentors must also be careful to not react with shock if protégés share something unexpected.  However, mentors must also share in ways that are appropriate and with discretion so that protégés will learn to do the same.  Mentors must make sure they don’t give the impression that they have it all together or that they don’t struggle in their Christian lives. 

Structurally: Gospel-centered materials must be written in such a way that transparency is encouraged.  The questions asked in each lesson must lead people to think about issues at a deep level and then challenge them to share their honest responses with others.

Supportively: The local Church must support Gospel-centered mentoring by creating an environment where openness and transparency is the norm.  This must begin with the preacher as he shares discreetly but openly about his own struggles from the pulpit.  The elders and staff must set the pace in transparency as well.  In addition, there should be opportunity given for people to share openly with one another, whether in small groups or even with the entire body.

Integrated Relationships

The data suggests the following definition for this dimension of mentoring relationships:

Integrated—That facet of the interpersonal, structural and supportive components of mentoring where the content as well as the context of mentoring avoids extremes and maintains or seeks a mature perspective toward the various elements of growing in Christ, keeping them welded together in the Gospel.

My research confirms what the Scriptures assert: the Gospel is a message made up of many elements in tension.  In every interview, terms were used which expressed this tension.  Some brought up the tension between Law and grace; others put it in terms of  divine sovereignty and human responsibility; still others mentioned the tensions between repentance and faith, resting and striving, belief and behavior, indicative and imperative, exhortation and encouragement, joy and sorrow.


Many of the Gospel-centered mentors interviewed voiced the need for integration in offering forgiveness on the one hand and challenge to obedience on the other. Paul had this to say:

Mentors do need to distinguish between the sin being judicially forgiven and not being held over him, and on the other hand, God's fatherly concern for his character.  In other words, I don't want to drift into antinomianism. But I just want the person to realize that God no longer counts that sin against him, so he can be honest before God.  And so, it’s forgiven and I thank you for your love, your mercy.  From now on I would look to you for your enabling power to deal with this in my life. 

These mentors emphasized that the doctrine of sanctification, though founded upon the grace of God and flowing out of union with Christ, does in fact require our efforts.  Paul again:

I would say that one of the things you need to have pretty clear in your thinking is the relationship between God's grace and personal disciplines.  If the disciplines degenerate into a legalistic performance mindset, then it is bad.  But I think that the person who is motivated by the Gospel ought to be disciplined. 1 Timothy 4:7-8--Train yourself to be godly.  Anyone of any skill level in any arena of life, you look at a physician, a schoolteacher, a computer programmer, a concert pianist, an athlete, all of those people have attained those skills through constant practice. 

When we consider grace and truth, or truth and love, we are really breaking down the Gospel into its foundational elements of grace and Law.  As John stated:

There is a life to live. There are standards that God has given.  There is obedience. But as we live that life, we are living by faith, so it’s not having God on the basis of what we do. 

Another area expressed in the interviews where there needs to be real integration in mentoring relationships relates to content and context.  Most emphasized that while there needs to be material and content, there should be an emphasis on relationship.  Priscilla’s comments were typical of some others’:

We are to teach the content and the context of covenant relationships...If you had just the context, in other words, just the relational aspect, its going to be anemic.  But if you just have the content, then it’s going to be academic...Relationships must validate, must flesh out, the content of the Gospel of grace.

Mentoring involves several key elements.  Without these elements there may be good friendships, but if there is no direction and intentionality some of the power of mentoring will be absent.

Phoebe stated:

It begins with vision, then it’s pouring wisely and well into a smaller group of leaders; it’s personal, relational.  Then there must be some equipping, which is skill-oriented.  Then there must be some good material, curriculum. 

Another area that was verbalized as needing to be integrated had to do with privatized vs. public piety.  Silas commented:

One of my own teachers years ago said, ‘Expectation affects program.’ So, I suppose in going into relationships, if my expectations are that the world we’re talking about is a world where Christian discipleship relates to and affects what goes on in the rest of life, then that’s what protégés will be pursuing…The questions I’m asking, the answers I’m satisfied with, must take me beyond what would be called the privatized faith.

Gospel-centered mentors seek to be used of God to develop a thoroughly Biblical world and life view.  The spiritual life can not be and must not be compartmentalized and isolated from any area of life.


Most of the mentors interviewed expressed the desire to integrate the need for repentance and the redemptive hope for change.  All wanted to make sure they don't lead protégés into despair.  Thad said:

Worldly sorrow brings death.  Worldly sorrow, I think, is repentance devoid of faith.  It’s looking at your sin apart from looking at the cross.  You've got to be declaring both.  You've got to be calling people to repentance, but you've always got to be doing it in light of the love of God.

If protégés are going to walk with Christ and serve Him over the long haul there must be a blended emphasis on doctrine with skill development.  Many mentors do a great job of passing on a great vision of ministry and growth.  However, much mentoring only passes on vision and skills and behavior, and leaves doctrine to be worked out at a later time.  

Silas stated:

In a sense they’ve been drawn into a great thing, a great vision, but the real tools or the skills of heart and mind are not sufficient to make it. 

Another tension of the Gospel is that between internals and externals.  It is so easy to focus on that which is seen and to rest content with externals, but God looks at the heart.  However, that is not to say externals are unimportant. As Mark shared:

The Bible says that love is the fulfillment of the Law.  That is, obedience which is not motivated by love, but which is motivated by legalism, is not the fulfillment of the Law. On the other hand, a contentless love is not the fulfillment of the Law either.  The latter is liberalism, while the former is fundamentalism. 

Mentoring relationships also need integration in the very context of the mentoring itself.  Philip shared a framework that is very helpful:

There is a framework that has been around a long time that I've tried to incorporate into mentoring.  It's the triangle: structure, support and challenge...If you have too much structure, you just go to extremes.  Too much structure leads to too much confinement.  Too much support leads to too much dependence.  Too much challenge leads to too much discouragement.  The Church can create the structure so that the person doesn't feel lost.  They can ask, 'What's next?' or 'Where am I and what do I do?'.  Then the Church can create support so the person doesn't feel alone.  Finally the Church can create challenge so there's a sense of expecting to need the Lord to show up.

Several interviewees also mentioned the need for theological integration.  One of them, Paul, put this integration in terms of emphasizing grace as unconditional love and grace as transforming power.  This integration can also be seen in terms of our relationship with Christ.  One interviewee has developed an illustration based on the old Navigator Wheel diagram that maintains such synergy.  Christ is the center, He is the One we keep coming back to again and again.

Paul’s words:

There are four relationships we have with Christ that need to be emphasized.  The first two are the bookends—Christ as our Righteousness and Christ as our Power.  And then the third one is Christ as our Lord, and that’s where we talk about the Lordship of Christ and the implications of that.  And then the fourth relationship is Christ as our brother, from Hebrews 2:9. So then I just work around the wheel, but then when it comes to obedience, there’s where I get into Christian character.  Also, I take the witnessing spoke and I expand that to ministry.

The data also seems to emphasize the need for integration with respect to mentoring and being mentored.  Philip summed up what some others expressed as well:

I’d say the picture of the body of Christ [in] discipleship is one hand up and one hand back.  I am simultaneously in a position where I need to be nurtured and fed and taught and disciplined, and if I have my eyes open, there are others in my life for whom I can help with the hand back.

Finally, several of the mentors interviewed expressed concern that transparency be integrated with the challenge of seeing progress and maturity.  They expressed a need for appropriate openness and transparency, but there must also be real leadership and pacesetting, not only in vulnerability, but also in growth and ministry. As Philip again shared:

I don’t think vulnerability means that you melt down on a continual basis, because, you know, you’re appropriately offering leadership and direction.  And post-modernism is going to tell us that that’s inappropriate, that we’re all sort of fellow ignoramuses on a journey toward ignorance, and I just don’t buy that.  There’s an appropriate component of leadership where you can say in humility, ‘I do know this and you really do need to listen right now.  But at the same time, let me tell you how I’ve failed twelve times as I’ve tried to apply this and how the Lord’s offered forgiveness and restoration.

This section leads to the following conclusions with respect to the research questions:

Interpersonally: Gospel-centered mentors seek to develop integration in their relationships with protégés.  The mentor must be aware of his or her own prejudices and predispositions with respect to the various elements of the Gospel.  It is up to mentors to do all in their ability to keep the relationship from going off into extremes.

Structurally: One of the greatest safeguards for an integrated model of mentoring will be a integrated mentoring curriculum.  If mentors are using the materials wisely, the materials will assure the relationship avoids the extremes which people tend toward.

Supportively: The local Church must seek to have an integrated ministry.  In worship, in Sunday Schools, in seminars and conferences, in preaching, and in every other area of Church life, there must be integration. The pastor and elders must constantly evaluate ministries of the Church to judge whether this is being maintained.

CHAPTER FIVE

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Summary of the Study


The problem addressed by this study is how the Gospel framework can be consistently applied in mentoring strategies.  Many issues surround this problem.  Some feel that Gospel-centered mentoring will minimize the spiritual disciplines, and the role of personal effort and striving in the Christian life. This is a legitimate concern, particularly when seen in light of the Gospel’s emphasis on trusting in Christ for both justifying and sanctifying grace. People could misinterpret this emphasis as meaning there is nothing for a believer to do than sit around and wait for God to move.


There is a concern that the fruit of the Spirit will not be formed in the protégé’s character.  This concern arises because some fear that Gospel-centered mentoring will elevate the second use of the Law above the third, or Reformed, use of the Law.  Without an emphasis on the third use, some say, protégés won’t take seriously God’s requirement of holy living. Protégés may have their sinfulness exposed, but will just sit, wait and “let go and let God” form holiness in them, without any effort on their part.  Again, a fully Biblical Gospel-centered strategy must emphasize all three uses of the Law in a balanced perspective.  Just how to remain balanced in these areas is one of the challenges of Gospel-centered mentoring.


A fully Biblical, Gospel-centered mentoring methodology must take seriously the call of the Scriptures to make every effort to be holy.  God does call us in His word to be disciplined for the purpose of godliness.  Therefore, though the call of the Gospel is to believe more and more upon Christ, our faith must also lead to a disciplined, active pursuit of holiness.  However, this leads to an opposite concern: how does a mentoring strategy remain Gospel-centered as it calls protégés to be disciplined?  This question must also be addressed.

 Other leaders in the Church are concerned that a Gospel-centered mentoring strategy will produce protégés who feel good about God’s love for them but won’t produce much in the way of fruitfulness.  One area some feel may be minimized by Gospel-centered mentoring is fruitfulness of ministry.  If God’s love is the focus, His grace toward the protégé is highlighted and faith is exalted as the means of appropriating the virtue of the resurrected life of Christ, it is feared that protégés will just sit and soak rather than get up and go.  Again, this is a legitimate concern that must be addressed.  Paul clearly teaches in Colossians that the Gospel is always bearing fruit and increasing.
  The Gospel is the message of God’s power that always must lead protégés outside of themselves and into service to God and His creation.


Related to this concern over fruitfulness is the fear of some that Gospel-centered mentoring will lead to an emphasis on private piety, while ignoring the call of God to bring the redemptive focus of the Gospel into every arena of the public realm.  It is sometimes true that a Gospel emphasis is misapplied, leading to a self-centered perspective of the Christian life.  Therefore, a truly Biblical, Gospel-centered mentoring strategy must challenge protégés to live out the Gospel message in a variety of life contexts.

Others are concerned that emphasizing our continual need for the Gospel will produce protégés who become so aware of their sinfulness that they will be too introspective and tend toward despair rather than hopefulness.  Since the message of the Gospel is one of repentance and faith, this is also a very real concern.  The Gospel message does emphasize that the way up into holiness is the way down into brokenness and repentance over our sinfulness (James 4).  There is a real danger that protégés will only catch half the Gospel message and miss the redemptive power of grace.  A Gospel-centered mentoring strategy must not only emphasize the justifying grace of God for sinners; it must also highlight the wonder of regeneration and the presence of the Holy Spirit in a child of God’s life.

Still others fear Gospel mentoring will be so relational that there will be no structure or intentionality to the mentoring.  This is the opposite problem that often arises in traditional mentoring models where there is often so much structure that the program gets more attention than the protégé. There is a tendency in Gospel-centered mentoring to react to the excess by going to the other extreme.  Gospel-centered strategies must find a way to keep the mentoring relational and flexible as well as personalized, yet structured and intentional. 

There is also the concern that some of the Gospel-centered models currently available base the foundation of spiritual growth on justification rather than on union with Christ, thus presenting a somewhat inaccurate doctrinal basis for transformation.  While it is true many believers do not understand the full implications of justifying grace, neither is justification the complete picture when it comes to Christian growth.  Living in light of our justification does play a key role in sanctification, as the Literature Review revealed.  However, Gospel-centered mentoring strategies must ground all spiritual growth in the doctrine of union with Christ.  Some of the existing models, therefore, need to be adjusted to make Gospel-centered mentoring more theologically precise.

Finally, some leaders in the Church are concerned that Gospel-centered mentoring, while maximizing the personal growth of the individual, may minimize the role and place of the local Church.  No mentoring model can be complete that leaves out the influence and ministry of the Church.  In addition, unless Church leadership is on the same page concerning mentoring strategies, whatever individuals in that Church may attempt will eventually self-destruct.

Gospel-centered mentoring must integrate grace and Law, sovereignty and responsibility, indicative and imperative, repentance and faith, as well as a focus on the individual and the body, in addition to a host of other areas.  This is what makes Gospel-centered mentoring such a challenge.  This is why this study needed to be done.

These concerns clearly reveal the need for a study on Gospel-centered mentoring.  The question then is, how does the Gospel framework impact the various components of mentoring?  Put another way, how can the Gospel framework be applied consistently in a mentoring strategy?  

The following research questions were used to guide this study:

1.  How does the Gospel framework impact the interpersonal component of mentoring?

2.  How does the Gospel framework impact the structural component of mentoring?

3.  How does the Gospel framework impact the supportive component of mentoring?

The Gospel of God’s grace is essentially a relational message.  It’s the message about the loving God who initiates, establishes and develops a relationship with His people.  The Gospel is the message that God uses to bring people into a relationship with Him, the relational God, so that His people can share in the fellowship that our Triune God has enjoyed among the Persons of the Trinity.  

Any relationship needs a context in order to thrive.  There are various elements or components to any healthy relationship, whether it be marriage, or a Christian’s walk with God, or a mentor’s relationship with a protégé.  In order to summarize the various elements of a healthy mentoring relationship that surfaced from the data of this study, I developed a graphic, along with a narrative explanation of that graphic.
My graphic is a modification of the traditional Navigator “Wheel Diagram.”  The Navigator Wheel has provided a paradigm of discipleship for many years, that has guided mentors through the relationship with a disciple (See Figure 1). A variation of the Navigator Wheel Illustration is Church Dynamic’s Wheel Illustration seen in Figure2.  The Navigator illustration, like Church Dynamic’s illustration, helps Christians understand what they are called to do as disciples of Christ (My Wheel Illustration (See Figure 3) helps mentors understand who they are called to be in mentoring relationships). The wheel places Christ at the center, the hub, and seeks to illustrate the importance of surrendering every area of life to the Lordship of Christ. The outer rim, obedience, stands for showing your love for Christ and others through visible acts of obedience.  Both hub and rim relate to the volitional element of a disciple’s life.

The vertical dimension of a disciple’s life is illustrated by the vertical spokes of prayer and the Word.  As the Navigator diagram reveals, “A vital, personal intake of God’s word is essential for health and growth.”  The second vertical element, prayer, is sharing your heart with God.  Prayer, the diagram states, “unleashes the power of God in your personal battles and in the lives of those for whom you pray.” 

The horizontal dimension of a disciple’s life is illustrated by the horizontal spokes of fellowship and witnessing.  The fellowship spoke of the wheel shows the inter-dependence and inter-relationships Christians have in the Body of Christ.  The witnessing spoke points out the expected overflow of a vibrant walk with Christ.

                  Figure 1--Navigator Wheel Illustration                            

Figure 2—Church Dynamics Wheel Illustration
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While the Wheel diagram has been used mightily of the Lord and has helped many Christians grow personally and disciple others, it defines the Christian life and discipleship rather narrowly: the basics of the Christian life are actions and skills, but doctrine is conspicuously absent.  There is great emphasis on the “what”, leading to an emphasis on the “how to.”  However, the motivation and enablement for these elements is not clearly addressed.  In addition, several key elements related to developing the environment most helpful to aid other Christians in growth are missing.

My graphic of the wheel diagram begins, as does the Navigator wheel, with Christ at the center.  However, Christ-centered is defined a little differently. Christ as the hub provides the focus of mentoring related to its interpersonal, structural and supportive components, emphasizing the glory of the Person and Work of Christ as the foundation and aim of all that takes place.  Before Christians can submit to Christ as Lord, they need to understand all that Christ has done for them.  

The work of Christ in its past, present and future dynamics is what leads to a willingness, by the power of the Holy Spirit, to submit joyfully to the Lordship of Christ.  The emphasis needs to be on what Christ has done, is doing and will do before it explains what I need to do in response.  In addition, Christ-centeredness at the hub reminds us that even mentoring relationships are not about us, but about the glory of Christ.

The rim of my wheel diagram is integration.  Just as wheels on a car need  weights attached to stay in balance, a mentoring relationship needs integration for it to be most effective in aiding a protégé’s growth.  There are many elements of integration needed in a mentoring relationship, and the other critical elements of the wheel also must be integrated with one another.  There is a necessary integration of the indicatives and the imperatives; there is the integration of divine sovereignty and human responsibility; of Law and grace; of private and public piety.  In many respects, one of the key terms for any mentoring strategy is integration.

In the Gospel of John we are told Christ was full of grace and truth.  That is what mentoring relationships should be filled with as well.  In Ephesians we are told to speak the truth in love.  Again, that is a good summary of the integrated element of mentoring relationships.

The spokes of the wheel relate broadly to one another in two key categories: covenant privileges (the indicatives) and covenant obligations (the imperatives).  In addition, each spoke in these two broad categories has a integrated relationship with another spoke in particular.  For instance, the Ecclesiastical spoke relates to how mentoring relationships need to be supported by the local Church context and is found on the indicative side, because the Church is God’s gift to His people.  However, this covenant privilege must be integrated with the covenant obligation of every disciple to engage in ministry and service in the Church, the Ministry-Directed spoke.

Next on the covenant privilege side is the facet of the mentoring relationship emphasizing the need to be grace-oriented.  This element emphasizes the favor and love of God as the motivator and enabler of all that happens in the mentoring relationship.  It must be integrated with the covenant obligation side through the spoke dealing with the challenging aspect of mentoring relationships. This emphasizes that the mentor should seek to motivate the protégé (by word and life) to make, and follow through on, specific commitments related to growing in Christ.

Next on the privilege or indicative side is the redemptive spoke. This is that facet of the interpersonal, structural and supportive components of mentoring where the protégé is inspired with hope and encouragement through focusing on the transforming power and promises of the Work of Christ.  This element is integrated with the spoke of humility. This is that facet of the interpersonal component of mentoring where mentor and protégé acknowledge a poverty of spirit and brokenness, admitting a desperate need for God’s grace to do a fresh work in their lives.  It is critical in mentoring relationships to understand both the glory of our identity in Christ and the hope of His work in us, as well as to comprehend the incredible brokenness and sinfulness of our lives.  Emphasizing one of these elements above another will lead to destructive mentoring.  On the one hand, protégés must be encouraged to believe more deeply in the wonderful truth of God’s amazing grace.  However, they should also be encouraged to repent ever more deeply as well.

Closely related to the grace-oriented spoke on the covenant privilege side of the wheel is the loving spoke.  The two are differentiated in this paper so that loving is defined more by the mentor’s heart toward the protégé modeling God’s love, whereas grace-oriented is defined by the love of God directly.  It is that facet of the interpersonal component of mentoring where the mentor, with great sensitivity to the needs of the protégé, seeks to create an environment of unconditional acceptance and strong encouragement.  This spoke must be integrated with the covenant obligation side of the wheel through the Intentional spoke.  Though the mentor needs to be sensitive to the place and needs of the protégé, it is still vital that there is a direction and purpose to the relationship.

The last element of the mentoring relationship on the covenant privilege side is transparency.  Transparency is a real gift of grace shared with fellow believers because it creates an environment where they can be real and open and honest about the condition of their hearts.  This gift of transparency that creates a climate of repentance needs to be integrated with the element that gives structure and strategy to the relationship. There needs to be form in the relationship as well as freedom.  If transparency provides the freedom, strategy flowing from curriculum provides the form.  Used properly, strategy provides not only form for the relationship, but also a springboard for more transparency as the material reveals a deeper need for repentance and faith.

Another illustration that summarizes the findings of this study, is one I’ve found helpful to describe my goals for achieving integration in my personal life.  This illustration involves focusing upon the track and field event called the Decathlon, a two-day event during which athletes compete in ten areas.  Mentoring relationships need the same emphasis on integration that a Decathlete should have heading into this event in the Olympics.  Though at any particular time a single event may be his current focus, there are nine other events he cannot forget and must train for continually.

 
In the Decathlon points are awarded for the competitor's effort in each event, and the overall score determines the winner. The events of the Decathlon which take place on the first day of competition are the 100-meter dash, long jump, shot put, high jump and 400-meter sprint. The second day of competition includes the 110-meter hurdles, discus, pole vault, javelin and 1500-meter run. The winner of the Decathlon is called by most, “the World’s Greatest Athlete.”


If we desire to develop and maintain mentoring relationships that honor God, and promote the health and growth of protégés as well as the Church, we should pursue Gospel-centered mentoring with the skill, determination and integration of a Decathlete.  We must be Christ-centered above all, yet strive for integration in those ten other categories that define effective Gospel-centered mentoring strategies.  Mentoring relationships must be challenging, loving, grace-oriented, humble, intentional, ministry-directed, redemptive, strategic, ecclesiastical and transparent.


Just as certain decathletes may have their favorite events, or be stronger in some events than in others, so mentors may favor certain elements of the mentoring relationship or be more gifted in some categories than others.  However, the best mentoring relationships will seek to strengthen all these areas for the glory of God, and the growth and health of the protégé.

DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
There is no question as we enter the 21st century since our Lord’s birth, life, death, burial and resurrection, that the Church is in great danger of  compromise.  Various pollsters, from Barna to Gallup, suggest that the Church is filled with people who profess to be disciples of Christ who are not observing all that Christ commanded.  The illustration I like to use involves picturing the Church as a burning building, engulfed in flames.  Many contemporary Church leaders would agree that to a large extent many in the Church minimize holiness, obedience and godliness. As a result, the glory of the Church seems to be going down in flames.  The desire in the hearts of people who love the Church is to put out the flames.  Some people feel that to accomplish that, the Church must preach the “do’s” and the “don’ts” more forcefully than ever.  They believe that focusing attention on Christian behavior, and preaching fiery messages on our responsibilities, will encourage God’s people to turn over new leaves, or get their lives turned around.  Unfortunately, instead of throwing water on the flames, they are unintentionally increasing the rate of burn by fanning the flames!


As Dr. Bryan Chapell teaches his homiletics students, “‘Be’ messages and ‘Do’ messages are not wrong in themselves; they are wrong BY themselves.”  My conclusion on most of the discipleship books I’ve read is not that they are wrong in what they say, but wrong in what they leave unsaid.  This is a very important point.  Much of what evangelical discipleship teaches about the disciplines is good and proper.  I would suggest that at some point in a mentoring relationship the disciplines be explained and modeled.  But other things need to be taught in addition, and those things, this research suggests, must be taught first.


It is an understanding of the Gospel of grace and an active trust in the work of Christ that forms the foundation of a holy life.  These truths must be explained first to anyone wanting to grow in holiness.  These truths are the living waters that put out the flames of compromise and disobedience.  Again, let there be no mistake: the aim of the preaching and teaching of the doctrines of grace is a transformed and holy life.  Let anyone who comes to hear grace just to be rid of a guilty conscience in order to continue peacefully in unrepentant sin beware.   There is more to God’s amazing grace than you think!

My research leads me to believe that an effective, Gospel-centered mentoring strategy must teach protégés the Christian Waltz.  A waltz is a dance made up of three steps.  Christians need to consider the Christian three step when it comes to growth.  In the first step, we acknowledge our need as we see our sin in light of the Law.  In the second step, we look to Christ to change us.  In the third step, we fight against sin and fight to choose righteousness in the strength of the Holy Spirit.  Repent! Believe! Fight!…Repent! Believe! Fight!…Repent! Believe! Fight!

An emphasis on the love and grace of God lays the dance floor, or  foundation, for the waltz.  Unless protégés are convinced of God’s love for them and His favor over them by virtue of their union with Christ, they will minimize their sin and engage in blame-shifting and excuse-making in order to feel justified before God (Genesis 3).  In addition, unless protégés are convinced of God’s delight in them because they are in Christ, they will lack the ability to believe that God in His goodness, mercy and grace will come to them in their brokenness, and change their lives.  Therefore, in keeping with the Pauline paradigm, a Gospel-centered mentoring strategy must lay down the indicatives as the springboard for the imperatives.  

Unfortunately, many in the Church today teach believers a Two-step.  The two-step of many mentoring strategies is to simply repent and fight.  People acknowledge their sin and proceed with new resolve to try harder to avoid sin.  The problem with this model is that it is sub-Christian because it bypasses the cross of Christ and the power of the resurrection.

An analogy that applies here flows out of that old saying:  “putting the cart before the horse.” Many believers are given the “cart” first.  This cart contains things like personal striving, making use of the disciplines, and choosing to engage in the ethical behaviors expected of all believers.  However, this cart is often separated from the “horse;” the teachings of grace and union with Christ.  If people seek to apply the “cart” without the “horse,” they will quickly feel as if they are pushing the cart up a steep hill and will tire.  On the other hand, when gripped by a new understanding of grace, some may, initially at least, face the opposite temptation of forgetting about the cart.

A fully Biblical, Gospel-centered mentoring strategy needs to remind people that there is a place for the cart.  When the cart is attached to the horse, there will be no legalism.  Sometimes, when people are gripped by grace, they wrongly begin to think that any call to personal effort or striving is legalism.  This is not true.  Effort is only legalism if it is divorced from a lively faith in Christ.  Once we are secure and connected to Christ, striving and effort are essential.  Now connected to Christ and His resources by faith, we must understand we can now choose to do what is right and choose to avoid what is ungodly.

We become more holy only by the work of Christ through the agency of the Holy Spirit.  We become more holy only as we flee to Christ and apprehend His work on our behalf and trust Him to change our sinful lives so that we love and prize Him and His word above all other loves.  Faith then works itself out in obedience to the Word of God.  The obedience doesn’t change our hearts; our changed hearts obey!

A passage that has proven very instructive for me here is Numbers 21:4-9.  When the Israelites spoke against God and Moses because they had no food or water, God sent venomous snakes among them.  The people acknowledged their sin and asked Moses to pray the snakes away.  When Moses prayed, God told him to “make a snake and put it up on a pole; anyone who is bitten can look at it and live.” So Moses made the snake, and whoever was bitten and looked at it, lived.  

As we consider this passage we discover that somehow, looking at the serpent when they were bitten released supernatural power. Obviously there was nothing magical about the snake.  It was the look of faith that, as people put their trust in God’s promise and acted upon it, released the power of God in their lives. 

In the New Testament, Christ refers to this passage and says in John 3:14 that “just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, so the Son of Man must be lifted up, that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.” The same principle is at work in sanctification.  As we recognize we are shot through with the fatal venom of sin and look to the cross believing in God’s promise, we are saved. We understand the power of God for conversion, but oftentimes we fail to appropriate it for transformation. We must be mentored in looking to the cross and the promises of the Gospel, not only for conversion but for life change.  Each time we feel the bite of the venomous serpent of sin, our first recourse must be to look upon Christ for spiritual healing.  Sadly, this emphasis is lacking in most mentoring strategies which teach sanctification primarily by human striving rather than by trusting in the present value of the finished work of Christ.

However, if we are truly looking to Christ as we abide in Him by faith, as the Holy Spirit strengthens and renews our union with Christ, His life will flow through us and we will live as Jesus lived.  Our look to Christ, at first passive, will lead to energetic activity by virtue of the work of the Spirit.  Yet the choice must be made to pursue holiness and ministry.
We have too often naturalized the Christian life, saying if we just apply ourselves and use our natural abilities, we’ll make it.  Instead we must get back to the fact that the Christian life is presented in the Scriptures as nothing less than supernatural. We are far too competent in ourselves.  Unfortunately, our discipleship often ends up mentoring people into self-reliance and away from desperate dependence upon Christ.

When it comes to the interpersonal, structural and supportive elements of mentoring, each component must keep the conclusions of this study in view.  Mentors must seek to remain Christ-centered and focused on integration in building relationships with protégés.  The curriculum used in mentoring must maintain this Christ-centered, integrated perspective as well.  Finally, the local Church context must be such that the findings of this study can be emphasized and implemented in its mentoring strategy.

For Further Study


In the course of this paper, various issues arose out of the research.  Some of the subjects clarified the course this study would take, while other issues were beyond the purpose and limitations of this dissertation.  It is my belief that if others studied these issues, an even more complete picture of Gospel-centered mentoring would result.


This study analyzed data received from various Gospel-centered mentors.  Unfortunately, it was beyond the scope of this study to interview protégés of these leaders.  If someone were to interview these protégés, they might discover what elements of Gospel-centered mentoring were most or least effective from their perspective.  In addition, a study developed around the protégés might develop structural refinements by highlighting the effectiveness of certain lesson plans.  Finally, the protégé’s perspective on local Church context would reveal how well the Church ethos matches the aims of the Gospel-centered mentor.


Another suggestion for further study revolves particularly around the structural component.  My research indicates that throughout Church history, the Apostles’ Creed, the Lord’s Prayer and the Ten Commandments were used to mentor Christians.  Why did that paradigm or structure fall into disuse?  What were the factors that led to other strategies and structures?  A study could even be done on the effectiveness of that historic paradigm.  Was that structure a complete model on which to base a mentoring strategy or were certain key elements lacking in it as well?


I found it to be interesting that during the course of these interviews very few mentors mentioned the role of the Sacraments in a mentoring strategy.  The Sacraments, particularly the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, are critically related to growth in grace and union with Christ.  A study could be undertaken asking why the Sacramental component, related obviously to the supportive component of mentoring, has not been emphasized by many mentors.  In addition, such a study could explore ways to heighten the role of the Sacraments in a Gospel-centered mentoring strategy.


Another study might interview mentors who are not Gospel-centered in their approach, nor motivated by personal conviction.  It would be interesting to study their responses to questions related to their perspective of the inadequacy of the Gospel-centered model.  I believe this would surface other legitimate concerns over weaknesses brought on by our flesh, and not the Gospel, as we seek to be Gospel-centered in our mentoring.  Similarly, it would be interesting to interview mentors in only para-Church organizations to discover how their ministry has developed its own supportive component apart from the local Church context.  Such a study might surface areas of support that the local Church can learn about.

Conclusion

This study has only begun an attempt to surface the elements essential to a Gospel-centered mentoring strategy. My aim is to take the findings of this study and build upon them day by day, week by week, month by month and year by year.  One of the clarion calls of developing Biblical mentoring strategies in the Church must be to keep on keeping on; perseverance is critical to the process.  As Steven Garber, author of The Fabric of Faithfulness, and one of the people I interviewed, shared with me at the conclusion of his interview:

I suppose I would just encourage you to keep digging deeper and deeper, in the language of Aslan.  In the Chronicles of Narnia, there's the Last Battle, and the children and others who made it through the door think they've really arrived now, and they look around, and Aslan says, 'No! Farther up and further in!'  And they go farther up and think they've finally got there, and he says, 'No! Farther up and further in! Father up and Further in!

May God use this study to encourage the Church to go “farther up and further in” in our search for a truly Biblical, integrated, Gospel-mentoring strategy.

APPENDICES

Appendix A: Interview Guide

General Information
1) How would you define Christ-centered mentoring?

2) If a mentoring continuum showed quietism, or an exclusive emphasis on faith for change on one end, and behaviorism or skill development on the other end, where would you place your own philosophy of mentoring?


Why would you place yourself there?

3) What personal experiences contributed to adopting this approach?

4) The traditional concept of mentoring presented in most literature on the topic emphasizes practices, behaviors and skills.  Would you say that is your focus in your mentoring relationships?

The Interpersonal Component of Gospel-centered Mentoring
This component deals with the personal relationship between the mentor and the disciple.

1) Describe for me the ideal personal relationship between you and the person you are mentoring.

2) What are the most important elements contributing to an ideal mentoring relationship?

3) How do you keep the focus on the heart rather than on behaviors in your mentoring relationships?

4) Some people would say that clearly defined roles and responsibilities in a mentoring relationship are incompatible with grace.  How would you respond to these people?

5) Do you have clearly defined expectations of both parties in a mentoring relationship?

6) How do you take the learning styles of your protégés into consideration throughout the course of your relationship?

7) How do you bring accountability into a Gospel-centered approach to mentoring?

8) What role does the disciple’s temperament or personality play in your mentoring strategy? 

9) Some would say that a mentor should be the best model of ideal character and behavior; therefore don’t be too vulnerable or transparent.  How would you respond to these people?

10) How do you know when it is appropriate to share your own sinfulness in the context of a mentoring relationship?

The Structural Component of Gospel-centered Mentoring

The component of mentoring dealing with intentionality, direction, strategy and curriculum.

1) Some would say that following any structure makes the mentoring relationship too impersonal.  How would you respond to these people?

2) Do you follow any strategic or intentional structure in your mentoring relationships?
3) How do you emphasize the doctrine of grace in your mentoring relationships?

4) What role does theology, particularly your understanding of the doctrine of sanctification, play in your mentoring strategy? How do you seek to apply your theology in your mentoring strategy?

5) Do you follow any structure in attempting to help a protégé be gripped by the Gospel of God’s grace?
6) Some people would say that an intentional and strategic selection process is incompatible with a grace-centered approach to mentoring.  How would you respond to these people?

7) What criteria do you have in mind to guide you in initiating mentoring relationships?

8) What steps do you take to gain an overview of the strengths, weaknesses and needs of the person you are mentoring? How do these steps fit into your overall mentoring strategy?

9) Some would say that a grace-oriented or Gospel-centered approach to mentoring would minimize the place of the means of grace or disciplines.  How would you respond to these people?

10) How do you emphasize the Gospel and still train in the means of grace?

11) What means of grace do you emphasize in your mentoring relationships?

12) If someone were having trouble being motivated to engage in the means of grace, how would you help them?

13) How do you address behavioral or character issues in your mentoring relationships?

14) How do you maintain a Gospel focus while at the same time imparting skills in your mentoring relationships?

15) How do you decide on a direction in which the mentoring relationship must go?

16) How do you keep the mentoring relationship intentional?

17) What factors enable you to wed the practical “how to’s” of discipleship with an emphasis on the Gospel in your mentoring relationships?

18) What would the first six months of a mentoring relationship ideally look like?

19) Some would say that mentoring has never really taken place unless there is reproduction of a third generation.  How would you respond to these people?

20) How do you transition from mentoring a believer in personal growth to mentoring a believer into personal ministry?

The Supportive Component of Gospel-centered Mentoring 

These questions relate to elements in the local Church affecting the mentoring relationship beyond interpersonal issues and outside curriculum.

1) Some would picture the Church creating a pool of potential disciples in various ministries flowing through a pipeline or cone where people become prospective people to mentor.  How would you respond to that picture?

2) If money, time, personnel and energy were no object, what could the local Church do to foster Gospel mentoring?

3) How would you envision the best possible environment for mentoring another Christian?

4) Larry Crabb in his book, The Safest Place on Earth, suggests Christians grow most deep in Christ, as they feel most safe to be real. How do you seek to provide a safe and supportive environment for a disciple to grow spiritually?

5) Some would say that the best supportive environment for mentoring relationships is a small group.  Others would say that the best environment for growth is one-to-one. Which supportive environment to mentoring do you think is best? How have you arrived at that conclusion?

6) What factors most contribute to a person reproducing a Gospel-centered ministry in the lives of others?

Appendix B: Description of the Interviewees

Listed below are pseudonyms for the participants interviewed in this study, as well as a description of their backgrounds and the contexts surrounding their mentoring relationships.

Matthew—His background includes pastoring Churches as well as leading two large Christian organizations. Matthew has a proven history of preaching and teaching a Gospel-centered message.  He has mentored people in the Gospel in every organization he’s joined.  Matthew has also worked to develop a Gospel-centered mentoring curriculum which is currently being used to lead people to deeper maturity in Christ.

James—He was a pastor in North America for a number of years and then was called to the mission field.  He experienced a radical transformation in his approach to ministry and mentoring when, as a pastor, he was deeply touched by his need for, as well as the power of, the Gospel.  His ministry centers on mentoring people from a different culture in the Gospel of grace.

John—He was also a pastor for a number of years, then a teacher at a  Christian institution.  He now leads a Christian organization committed to developing a Gospel-centered mindset in Christian leaders.  He has spoken widely, and written, on the need for Gospel-centered teaching in the Church.

Priscilla—She has been actively involved in the Church for many years, with particular experience in the mentoring of women within her local Church and her denomination.  She has been used of God to write materials that point Christian leaders to a Gospel-centered model of mentoring.  She works with a Christian organization focused on supporting the local Church in its ministry to equip its members.

Phoebe—She has been a Christian counselor for a number of years, using a Gospel-centered model to lead people to a deeper hope in Christ.  She is also the leader of a women’s ministry in a southeastern church of around 200 members.

Thomas—He has been involved in pastoring Churches as well as in Church planting.  He has studied the topic of mentoring and its impact upon the Church.  He is actively involved in mentoring young men in ministry, maintaining a Gospel-centered perspective in a Christian educational environment.

Philip—He developed a vision for mentoring through being mentored in high school and college by men who followed a Gospel-centered model.  He has thought extensively about the mentoring of young people and is currently on the staff of a leading Christian educational institution seeking to train Church leaders in the Gospel.

Andrew—He has been on the staff of a large southeastern Church of over 4000 members for many years.  As a staff member he has had oversight of a large mentoring ministry of young adults, with mentors located in various cities in the United States and abroad. He has thought deeply about the need for the Gospel to impact mentoring relationships.

Peter—He has been a Church planter and has pastored a southeastern Church of over 4000 members for over twelve years.  He was mentored by a man firmly committed to being Gospel-centered, and has carried forward that vision in his current mentoring relationships.  He believes firmly that a Gospel-centered Church is the foundation of a Gospel-centered mentoring ministry.

Silas—He has been engaged  in  the educating and mentoring of young adults for many years.  He has thought and taught extensively on the elements necessary to mentor believers in the Gospel of God’s grace.  He is on the staff of an organization committed to helping young people live out the principles of the Gospel in daily life.

Paul—He has been engaged  in promoting a ministry of mentoring for many years.  As a staff member of a large, world-wide Christian organization he has seen the need for a change in mentoring strategies in order to make them more Gospel-centered.  He has spoken to groups and written materials attempting to call Christians to mentor people in grace.

Mark—He is on the staff of a large Christian mission organization.  His role is to come alongside missionaries to encourage them and train them in the Gospel of grace.  His desire is to help people be gripped by the Gospel so that they in turn would mentor others in the Gospel.

Bart—He is on the staff of a large southeastern Church of over 3000, where his role on staff is to head up the mentoring ministries of the congregation.  He is firmly committed to promoting a Gospel-centered model in the Church, and is actively engaged in mentoring men on a regular basis.

Thad—He has been an Associate Pastor of several Churches, most having over 2000 members, and has helped to create materials for Gospel-centered mentoring. He currently serves as the leader of a mission organization committed to equipping people to live in and serve out of the Gospel of grace.
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