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“Take up Your Cross and Plant” (Mark 8:31-38)

A. Introduction: Church Planting
The focus of this conference is how to re-evangelise the UK by planting churches. The Church was instituted by Jesus, and church planting was his vision and idea. “Church planting was fundamental to the apostolic strategy for reaching the world with the gospel” (Rob Warner). That’s why the Apostles carried out the Great Commission by planting churches in Jerusalem, Antioch, Galatia, Philippi, Ephesus, Corinth and Rome. Peter Wagner said, still today, “The single most effective evangelistic methodology under heaven is planting new churches.” “There is an urgent need [in the UK and Europe] to plant new, young, vibrant and Biblical communities” (Derek Tidball). Nearly ten thousand churches have been closed down in the UK during the last 50-60 years. “The best way to make mountains green again when many old trees die is to plant new trees and cultivate them well.”

B. Planting and Closure of Churches in the UK
Thankfully, according to Dr Peter Brierley’s recent research, the number of the churches in the UK actually increased by 1,248 between 2005 and 2010. This was because the Pentecostals and the ‘small denominations’ opened far more new churches than traditional denominations have closed their churches. So we can say we are living in a season of church planting. 

Nevertheless, both membership and church attendance in the UK are, overall, still going down, and this is evident among the white British congregations. We must, therefore, be proactive to plant more churches through evangelism, and cultivate them well. 

C. Jesus’ Vision for His Church
Now, more important than how many churches are planted is how biblically healthy those churches are. We are more likely to see healthy churches being planted when church planters apply biblical principles in their church planting endeavours. Jesus stated one of the primary biblical principles very precisely: “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” (v. 34b). This statement is often understood to be the general nature of discipleship applied to every follower of Christ. While this is true, since Jesus spoke it to the crowd as well as his disciples, it is important to note that this demand is more closely related to church planters. How do we see this?

Jesus made this demand in the context of building up his Church. The conjunction ‘then’ at the beginning of v. 34 shows that the following verses are connected to the previous verses, i.e vv. 31-33. The other conjunction ‘then’ in v. 31 also shows that these verses are related to the previous verses beginning at v. 27. 

Mark 8:27-30 marks a turning point in Jesus’ ministry. Up to that point, Mark has focussed on the ministry of Jesus, i.e. his teachings and activities. Then, from this point onwards, he focuses on the person of Jesus. Jesus brings the shift by asking questions to his disciples: “Who do people say I am?” and “Who do you say I am?” This episode is written in all three synoptic Gospels, but Matthew gives us the fuller picture. 

In Matthew 16:16, Peter answered, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” Jesus accepted and endorsed Peter’s confession. “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah, for this was not revealed to you by man, but by my Father in heaven. And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it” (Mt 16:17-18). 

We need to note that Jesus has revealed here his vision for the Church for the first time. As soon as he has established that he is the Christ, he discloses his plan to build his Church. Jesus then indicates what he will do in order to achieve his vision of building his church, that is, through his own suffering, death and resurrection. Matthew records that “From that time on Jesus began to explain to his disciples that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things…, and must be killed and on the third day be raised to life” (Mt 16:21). 

But his prediction teaches more than just the fact of the suffering Messiah. He also includes the reason for his suffering and death. More than just the salvation of individuals, he was going to build his Church! In order for him to build his Church, Jesus saw the necessity of his own suffering and death: “The Son of Man must suffer… and must be killed.” 

It was only after this that Jesus explained what his followers should do in order to achieve his vision of building his Church: ”If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me” (v. 34b). So the title given to me for this message, “Take up Your Cross and Plant,” rightly conveys the necessity of taking up our cross in any endeavour to plant churches. 

D. Taking up the Cross for Church Planting
In order to build his Church, Jesus denied himself, took up his cross and suffered a brutal public death on the cross. He did his part. Now he asks us to do our part. The fact that Jesus asks us to deny ourselves and take up our cross even as he did in order to establish his Church, indicates that he would build his Church through us; through those who are willing to follow him in order to fulfil his vision of the Church. 

What kind of cross must we then take up for Christ’s church to be built? For most of us, surely it is not a wooden cross on which we are to be literally crucified. 

I would like to highlight two areas which signify what it means ‘taking up his cross’: Sacrifice and Shame. 

1. Sacrifice
[bookmark: sacrifice__2]The Oxford English Dictionary defines “Sacrifice” as “an act of giving up something valued for the sake of something else regarded as more important or worthy.” Jesus gave up his own life for us because he regarded our salvation as more important and worthy than his own. He did this in order not only for us to have eternal life, but also for him to build his church. 

Without Christ’s suffering and sacrifice, his church couldn’t get started.
Likewise without our suffering and sacrifice, Christ’s church can’t be established. The two are closely linked. Jesus felt he must suffer, and so it follows that we also will suffer. 

Then a crucial question is ‘what sacrifice must we make in the course of building his church?’ What valuable things must we give up for the sake of building the Church of Christ?

Success? Security? Reputation? Fame? Career? Family? Finance?

Sacrificing financial security is a hard thing! As Somerset Maughan said, “Money is like a sixth sense without which you cannot make a complete use of the other five”. 

In our generation, financial insecurity is a huge cross for church planters to take up. But Jesus says you must be ready to make financial sacrifice if you want to plant his church. When we give up our financial income or security in order to plant a church, God shows himself faithful to us.

1.1. Cases of Financial sacrifice
The international Christian charity community MV Doulos visited Visakhapatnam, India in January 1988. I was on board as Evangelism Director. By God’s grace we planted a church with about 20 new converts in a slum Hindu village, called Arilova. 
 We left that port after only one Sunday. Vincent Edwin, our interpreter, continued the work in that village. He was a high officer in the harbour authorities. About a year later he wrote me that the work in the village was growing, and that he had already baptized more than a hundred new Christians. He felt that he should give up his job to look after the church full time. This implied that he would have to give up his high salary and to become pastor of a church which could not afford to pay any salary. 

As I was reading his letter I prayed that the Lord would help me to raise regular support even if it were only minimum of what they needed to live on with four children. One of my friends, who was a pastor, agreed to support Vincent, but we decided not to ask him to quit because some monthly support had been pledged, but to wait until Vincent himself to make the decision by faith. We prayed for Vincent, and waited and waited. At last in April 1992, Vincent informed me that he had eventually quit his job, and was working full time for the church. The fact that it took three years indicates that it was really hard for his family to reach that decision. We then informed him of our commitment to support with some amount. Remember, Vincent made his own decision to move by faith. Financial insecurity was a huge cross for him to take up, but by God’s grace he did! 

By the time I visited Vincent in 2002, he had planted 25 churches. When I visited him again in 2006 together with the ship Doulos (now as its Managing Director), Vincent and his people had planted 32 churches within a 250 mile radius. We welcomed all the pastors and their wives on board the Doulos and had a day conference for them. Today there are 57 churches in close fellowship with each other. Vincent passed away two years ago, but what he gave up made him rich and glorious in Christ. 
“So do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?' For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well” (Mt 6:31-33). 
The Lord Jesus is faithful to his words. I wonder whether some of you may think, “Well, Vincent’s case was in India. We can’t do that in the UK.”

But I want to testify that Jesus is faithful even today in London. Please allow me to give my own testimony. 

I was invited by a small group of British people to lead a church plant in North London in July 1997. It was a part-time post, but I didn’t believe church planting could be done part-time. I worked more than 60 hours a week for the church in doing door-to-door visitations, writing Bible study materials, and leading Bible studies, and lots of admin work as well. 

After a month I was given a beautiful card together with £100 cheque from a leadership team member. I wasn’t sure whether it was a salary or her personal gift. Next month a £200 cheque was given. Then I realized that it was salary. My family of five had to pray for daily bread. Helen and I prayed desperately, even argued with God that I should let the church know that £200 was not a fair pay. But we didn’t have peace to talk about this. So, it continued for 18 months with £200 per month being paid. During this time, God arranged someone in America to send us money. It was quite unexpected support, and just enough for us to manage minimum living. 

When the church just happened to discover that they paid me little, the leadership team decided to pay me £500 per month in back pay from the first month of my pastoral work. I declined the back pay, but accepted £500 from that month on. The church began to pay our rent as well. An amazing thing was that the support from America stopped from the month we could manage finance. We never told her not to send anymore, but God know we had just enough. 

1.2 Church Planting Models: 
I admire what Holy Trinity Brompton, St Helen’s and Dundonald Church have been doing in church planting. The HTB and St Helen’s have planted one church per year by sending out 50-150 people together with £50-60,000 per annum for a couple of years. Dundonald/Co-Mission has done similarly by sending 20-30 people with financial support. Incredibly generous and wonderfully Kingdom minded! However, I have two concerns. First, is it followable? How many churches in the UK would be able to follow this model? Few, if any, churches would be able to afford or willing to be as generous as these churches. 
Second, is it sustainable? How many more churches can they plant in the coming years? I would like to see these most church-planting minded churches plant several churches a year for many years. Would it be possible for each of them to plant 50, 100 or 250 churches? 

I really hope so, especially when an average of 286 churches have been closed down each year between 2005 and 2010. But most probably it would be impossible with the current practice. It is because the personnel and financial resources would be exhausted sooner or later. They may raise funds for church planting, which is good, but I don’t think it can be a long-term solution. Moreover, depending on the mother church is not following the biblical strategy. The Apostle Paul was not receiving financial support regularly from his mother church. Rather he testifies that he worked hard to supply his own needs and the needs of his companions (Acts 20:34). 

I was delighted to hear that Co-Mission is about to launch an ambitious pioneer project for church planting with bi-vocational workers, just as Paul had done. Such a plan would not only relieve financial pressure but also provide them with an opportunity to take up the cross of financial insecurity and experience God’s faithful provision. 

All church planters must be willing and ready to take up the cross of financial insecurity and move out to plant churches. If mother churches or supporters sponsor you, it is a bonus. But planting a church should not depend on whether there is a guarantee of secured and sufficient income. We must be willing and ready to move out in faith, trusting the Lord of Mt 6:33. This is, for our generation, part of what it means by taking up our cross and following Jesus. 

By the end of 2010, there was a shortage of 14,098 ministers, that is, if you assigned a clergy man to each Protestant and Catholic Church in the UK. Often ministers look after 3-10 churches in rural areas. Denominational leaders know well that they should provide pastors to the churches where there are no ministers. However, finance is one of the compelling issues why they can’t do so. 

Imagine denominational leaders appealing to their ministers to cut their salary by 20-30% in order to train young people to go into ministry!
Imagine retired ministers cutting their pension by 20-30% in order to use it for church planting or revitalizing!
Imagine young people going to Bible colleges without relying on financial support from dioceses!
Imagine people moving out for church planting, trusting the promise of Mt 6:33! 
Imagine you voluntarily cutting your salary level by 20-30%, so that more money would go into a new church plant! 
Imagine church members cutting their living cost 20-30% to give for church planting! 

If there is no cross, there is no crown. “God’s work done in God’s way will never lack God’s supplies.” The British Hudson Taylor said this. We need the Hudson Taylors, George Muellers, William Careys today among the Brits.  

1.3 Hard Work and Dedication
In addition to financial sacrifice, we also need to be willing to sacrifice with hard work and dedication. Michelangelo was a talented sculptor. One day, however, his teacher smashed a sculpture Michelangelo had made with a hammer, and shouted at him, “Talent is cheap, but dedication costs!” Since then Michelangelo put his heart and soul into whatever he made. It took 4 years and 6 months for him to complete the painting on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican City. 

Michelangelo also painted the ceiling of a small dark room in the Vatican. One of his friends saw him working so hard there, and asked him, “Why do you work hard when hardly anyone would see it?” Michelangelo replied in a small voice, “God will see it.” In church planting we, too, need to work hard with full dedication whether anyone sees us or not, because God sees us and our work. 

My friend Philip Lyn of Malaysia is a full-time medical doctor. He planted Skyline Church 12 years ago, and is Senior Pastor of that church whose attendance is about 900 people. The Senior Pastor of the largest church in Hong Kong is a full-time lawyer. You can imagine how hard these pastors must be working. Dedication in God’s service costs and demands hard work! God sees our attitude and loyalty before he sees our work!

2. Shame
When we carry a cross, we bring shame on us. When we give money for the advance of the gospel rather than buying a bigger house or car, or enjoy luxury holidays, for example, friends and people around us might think we are mad. They might have pity on us or even despise us. But we must be willing to take such shame for the sake of the gospel. 

Paul said, “I am not ashamed of the gospel for it is the power of God for everyone who believes” (Rom 1:16). This statement indicates that Paul was often in position to endure much shame. Listen to what he has to say. 
“I have … been in prison more frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again and again. Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, I have been constantly on the move. ….. I have laboured and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked. Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches” (2 Cor 11:23-28). 
How many of us have suffered even 10% of such shame? Paul worked hard and endured shame for the sake of the gospel and in the course of planting churches. 

But most of all, remember Jesus! The writer of Hebrews said of Jesus: “who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame” (Heb 12:2).

Today in the UK, we as church planters do not really experience such shame or hardship. But taking on shame is a part and parcel of carrying our cross, and so we must try to invite such shame on us. I found one of the best situations to experience shame is going out to share the gospel, especially doing door-to-door outreach. We did door-to-door visitation from the first Sunday we set out to plant Eastbury Church to the last Sunday we were there for nearly six and a half years. We put ourselves in vulnerable situations where we experienced shame for the sake of Christ, his gospel and his church. 

At Amnos Church Planting School, we go out every Saturday afternoon for door-to-door evangelism even on rainy days. Many houses are empty, many try to finish the conversion quickly, some rejects us, and some shout at us, but we always have a positive response from some. God has prepared a person of peace every time we go out. But unless we go out, we cannot meet them. 

On Saturday the 20th of April I went out together with our students and staff as usual. After getting no answer from 8 houses, an English gentleman answered the door. Though he said he was a Christian, he said he had never been to church before. He invited me in, and we talked for about an hour. I invited him to a Christian conference, and he came on Sunday 3rd of May, and clearly accepted Jesus as his Lord and Saviour at his first attendance. Yes, we often experience rejection and cold response, but never mind. We are going out simply to find those whose heart the Lord Jesus has prepared. 

No evangelism, no church planting. No evangelism, no church growth. 
Healthy church planting and church growth can be best done in teams through regular, continuous and prayerful outreach!

E. Denying Ourselves for Church Planting
Now we know how difficult it is for us to give up our financial security, to work hard wholeheartedly and to welcome shame upon ourselves. But if we deny ourselves it would be easier to take up the cross.
Let’s note that Jesus talked about self-denial before talking about taking up the cross. Mark 8:35-38 is a commentary of v. 34. Here Jesus says that denying yourself or even losing your life is paradoxically the surest and most eternal gain. 

“There are plenty to follow our Lord half-way, but not the other half. They will give up possessions, friends and honours, but it touches them too closely to disown themselves” (Meister Eckhart). 

Self-denial is to renounce my rights urged on by the self; my right to live a decent and secure life; my right to enjoy holiday; my right to live in a good house and drive a nice car; my right to pursue a career and be successful, and so on and so forth. You may deserve all these rights, but you may like to voluntarily give up for the sake of building Christ’s church! This sort of discipleship cannot be obtained by an easy compliance, but by a deliberate decision, even to the point of losing our own souls and lives.  
 Socrates said: Know yourself; Freud said: Be yourself; Jesus said: Deny yourself. We deny Christ when we fail to deny ourselves for Christ.

If we deny ourselves, it becomes easier to take up our cross. 
We often think that this is too much or this wouldn’t work in the 21st century. We tend to suggest a seemingly better strategy, or a diluted discipleship. It is then that we are like Peter, rebuking Jesus with our own presuppositions. 

F. Conclusions
Those who had gone before us testified that their involvement was not really a sacrifice:
“No sacrifice can be too great to make for him who gave his life for me” (CT Studd).
“I never made a sacrifice. We ought not to talk of “sacrifice” when we remember the great sacrifice which he made who left his Father’s throne on high to give himself for us” (David Livingstone).

It is a matter of heart, attitude and loyalty to Jesus. 
So, let’s plant sacrificially, unashamedly and wholeheartedly for the glory of Christ Jesus!
Jesus speaks to us individually now: “I appreciate all that you are trying to build the church. That’s my church and I will build it… but through you. Will you deny yourself and take up your cross and plant my church and build it up?” 

