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Discipleship in the Kingdom of the I{eavens:
The Diaine Consp.iraqy examined with reference

to ministry among Muslims

b D* B. Littlc

1 Introduction: The Diuinc Corupiracy's tmFact on the Muslin Ministry
Context

Dallas Willard's The Di.aine Conspiracy (1998)r has had a profound impact on me
and it is my conviction that the message it teaches has significant implications for
those seeking to minister the Gospel among Muslims.z This paper is a careful
description and assessment of the book and its mess_age. This examination will be
done with primary reference to the ministry contextr that I have been apart of for
several decades-ministering,in restricted access Islamic countriesa with the goal
of establishing churches of Muslim Background Believers that can resist the
enorrnous pressures of oppressive Islamic societies.'
Those of us serving Christ among Muslims have long known that effective
discipling s a primary componcrrt in the gstablishment of enduring churches of
Muslim Background Believers (MBBs).6 Unforrunately, the varied models of
discipleship that are being used in ministry among Muslims today often appear to
be more related to the idiosyncratic experience of the missionaries and the
"camps" they come from, than to any Biblical and consistently effective principles.
For example, Evangelicals emphasize knowing the Bible through group and
individual study, whereas Charismatics tend to emphasize experiencing the Holy

I Wi[ard, Dalbs, Tlu Di:ttitu Cottspiraq: Rediscnering. our Hidden Life in Gd^ I will henceforth
speak of the book in this paper simply as Cottspiruy

2 A version of this paper will be published in our AWM in-house publication and I intend to submit
it to the EMQ.

s I fuUy recognise that this is not the co.ntext that Willard was speaking to in his book. However,
since Willard is setting forth what he believes are unchanging biblical certitudes which have application
throughout history in every context, a good test of Willards thesis is its application to the "frontline
ministry" cont€xt of mission to Muslims. If it succeeds here, it will do well anywhere.

4 T1.re term restrictcd ucess cwnh, is current missiel j2yg61 that means a country which does not
welcome anv kind of Christian missi6narv work. Westerrirnissionari,es who DO live ind work in such
countries dir so as professionals in various occupations. They are, using the Pauline t€nn, tent-
makers-t\ose who largely work and support thernselves while carrying out the Apostolic ministry of
t"krng tne uosp€l mto new terntory.

5 For example, in the country in North Africa where I lived fior a decade, national Christians have
no official recognition of any kind. Their activities and meetings are all against the law of the Islamic
state. Government sponsored persecu.tion (imprisorrment.and to^rturing) of 9lt.trqr* e.gmmonplace.With a population in excess of 30 million and with less than 5fi) national Christians, it is an ongoing
mirade ofC'od's grace that any converts continue on in hithfulness at all.

6 This term, Muslim Background Believers, is the currently popular term used to describe
someone who has come to hith in Christ out of a Muslirn background. This term is preferred over
Muslim Convert fo a number of reasons. It is a positive term. It also includes those who come to faith
in Christ from a Muslim hmily and culture eveh though they themselves may have become Atheists
and rejected Islam prior to their finding Christ. The abb-reviatibn MBBs is wideiy used and will be used
in this paper as well.
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. Spirit.? Some almost go as far as to disavow the need for any kind of Discipleship

to Christ and instead J.tgg.tt that Muslim believers in Christ should stay within

their Islamic communitiei"and be accepted as Muslims.s What is more' it would not

be an exaggeration to say that most of the models of discipleship that have been

tried with-IfiBBs in ....ni decades have failed as often as they have succeeded' It is

far from clear that any approach has yet proven consistently effective'e

It is because of the frequent frilures in discipling MBBs that Conspiraq gets T9 :o
excited. Willard has hii on something of considerable importance that could help

transform the way we disciple MBBs. it is my hope that God *il qkt this message of

Jir.ip.rnip and use it to help all of us to be i'rr orot effective disciples and disciplers

as we seek to see the Gospei of the Kingdom grow among Muslim peoples'

What is the Gospel about? What does it mean to be a Christian and how does one

become one? Willard seeks to answer these two vital questionsnCm.spiraq' Yf "*1
pilgrimage as a christian has been fundamentally dliven by_a. desire to understand

and live out the answer to those two questions. The lessons I have learned through

ministry among Muslims apPear to validate Witlard's answers to these queslon:'

Oi."ipfJrfrip tothrirt is .."ttd to both the meaning of tle Gospel and to what it

-.#, to b. 
" 

Christian. Unless we can learn how to work more effectively to see

former Muslims become transformed disciples of Christ, our efforts in evangelism

and church planting among Muslims will continue to be disappointing'

The organization of this paper is straightforward. It will begin with a descriptiorr

of Willid's central thesis, and then prlt ttt, in some detail, what Willard actually

says and how he develops his case.-Then^the significant qualitics, and

shlrtcomings , of Conspirrcy will be considered.lo The discussion throughout the

p.p". will 6e-applied'to tlie context of ministry_amgng Muslims. My conclusion

will underscore the importance of Conspitaq for those cdled to minister the

Gospel of the Kingdom-among Muslims in the twentyfirst century.

? While somewhat of an over simplification, thc above statement is not far from the reality' When a

Bfl*d$ffi :tffi Ti#',ffi #Hffitirlnr*':lq-.:Hg$t*'J.'iH$1ff *T"*o'Tff
stability in their hith."*-r 

iitrl F"..ft"U't 1980 book Nan Poths in Mustim Eungdin brought the discussion of

Contexueliz^tion to tft.-Llt. i" 
" ".* 

way. The debarc aboit contextua-iization in ministry to

Mustims continu., to u. *ffi. iLi-;i;;.;"1;p[, L oi *.1* of articles -by Phil Pa$hall' Iohn Tizvis

& Dean citutand i" EMd;"ddbJil9-sa rr'*! #;dfi".c": Sly:l*::* Y,Tt^P"*tt^":
i!frE""aT?ihiL";;il;g Muslirns in most-senses of the w6rd. For them, radicd-discipleship to
'.-;;:;" ,;; iirrndation 

"f 
hiili;;id b. unthinkable. The goal is to ttt'and keep the MBBs as mucht'ri;:,"fi: r"Y,iliTiiffi;fdtTiffiilt.;;tfi;bl;rr'. g*t i' t t y and keep the MBBI as much

fit tft.it ftf".tim neighbours as possible in ordcr to avoid ofencg' 
- z^ --^^-^ .L^ --jrn ^r rr,."rinc"* ; ffi 

"i::.fi 
"t':ffi; 

i;'s.:;;il'rri' ieuis;;:, ;';' the past 50. yeap the naj otp or Y:'.8:
*h. h;;;-;;.-i"'Aitr', 

'u.."'uaPbfd aird i',vit'd,i"t. " 
l51l lt:-!iP-pitlg.S:Iq: i""::'"*:T:

;;il""lly;il;;d ; irffi. il 
"ilittty 

among Muslims to date, fiilure in discipleship is as common

:ui success.
r0 ln preparation of this paper, I used Adler and Van Dorert's tilozr tn Read a Book (1ry-2)' I followed

tfr. ,rrii.5..-ria"i*if"*V. IT.pi tftilfr"Jn.o- pp. iOS-tO+ closc at hand-as I carefrrllv souqht to

lil?il"r;iiu:-a;J;;k-;;J';"['ir;;i;;;.;Th;:'t fi;,;;irhi' pipe..efl.ct the hct'that iused
their methods of analysis on Conspiracl-
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Rendering TIw Dfuinc Conspiracy's Message

2.1 The Central Thesis
There is no diftculty in determining Willard's thesis since he states it clearly in
his introduction: "My hope is to garn a fresh hearing for Jesus, especially
among those who believe they already understand him' (p. xiii). Willard seeks
to show that discipleship to Jesus is at the very heart of the Gospel (p. xvii).
Conspiracy completes a trilogy on the Christian life in which Willard elucidates
the nature of the Christian's spiritual experience (Guidance), the way in which
Christians grow spiritually (Disci,pliru$ and, in Conspiracy, the necessity and
method of discipleship to Christ (p. xvii). The "secret plan" implied in the tide
"Conspira,c1" is that God is working in human history to set up a Kingdom of
transformed disciples of Christ working with Him to reign on the earth in fft.ris
Creation. We function best when we understand who we are-Disciples of
Christ, and what we belong to-the Kingdom of the Fleavens.

2.2 The Core Content of Conspiracy's Argument
The flow of Willard's argument is easy to present: he explains why the Gospel
means discipleship (Ch l-3), then elucidates what discipleship means through
an exposition of the Sermon on the Mount (Ch 4-8), then gives instruction on
how to be a disciple and how to teach so that people actually turn into
transformed disciples (Chs 8 & 9), and concludes with a look at our future (Ch
l0). What follows is a presentation and analysis of the content of Conspiracy.

Introduction: Discipleship to Jesus is the Heart of the Gospel.

2.2.lThe Nature of the Kingdom we are invited to Enter (Ch f).
The Kingdom of God is ultimate reality. The only answer to the meaning
of life that is satisfactory is one that finds its meaning in connection.to the
"community of boundless and totally competent love" (p.ll). Living in
harmony with God in His universe is the only way of life that is ultimately
true to reality. Living disconnected from God is not 4ormal.
2.2.2 A Critique of Contemporary Alternatives to this Kingdon Gospel

(ch 2).
Willard offers a perceptive critique of two prominent versions of the Gospel
as they are preached in American churches. Calling both of them "Gospels of
sin management," Willard criticizes both the theological right's'gospel" of
getting into heaven by lzgal removal of sin-guilt through believing the right
things about God," and the theological left s "gospel" of commitment to civil
rights. Willard argues that the gospels of both the left and right are
conceptually disconnected from and practically irrelevant to the personal

ll Iicten to Willard's critique of the right:'When all is said and done,'the gospel'for Ryrie,
MacArthur, and others on the-theological right is that Christ made "the arrangemeit" 

-that 
can get us

into heaven. In the Gospels, by contrist,'the sosp€|" is the sood news of the piresence and avaiEbility
of life in the kingdom, how aird forever, throigfi reliance oin ;esus the anoirited." (p.49)
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lives of believers. Real life gres on for most christians without reference to

the.,gospel.,, This sad t."tiiy is aresu-lt of what these "gospels" teach, not in

spiteif ii (p.ba)! Both "gospels" have led to the virtual disappearance ofJesus

"i 
t 

".h".ip.Siy. 
Cttrislr teachings are unconnected to life as it is truly lived'

Serious conc.pirral difficulties pitntt't negglelfom tigltY understanding

Jesus and His'Kingdom Gospel'of discipleship. The re* of the book attempts

to remove those frarrier, ,o thut christians can see Jesus anew and enter

j"yn Uy into the life of discipleship in Him'

2.23Jesus,conceptionofGodandtheKingdomrgalityinwhichhelived
(ch.3).

In order to correct prevailing misconceptions about the nature of the

Kingdom of God 
"rrd 

*r. often totally inadequate views of Jesus held by

many, wiu"ri oprore, the fund-amental nature of spiritual reality and

p,rts'flrth a fresh,'Biblical, view of God andJesus.Jn this secrion willards

Irairrirg 
"rra 

.*p..i.nce as a philosoph.r rtii.r.. His analysis is sometimes

brea*r6king-frr. pauses 
"ttd 

ti*piy re-sPonds in worship-and always

faith strengirening. in opposition to tle dominant materialism of our day,

Willard teaches that:

We ought to be spiritual in every lspect of our lives because our

world is rhe spiriiual one. It is what we are suited to.... As we

increasingly iniegrate our life into the spnitual *":t9 of God' our life

increasin[f ake-s on the substance of the eternal' 1p' 82)

ParticularlyrefreshingisWillardsreinstatementofJesusastheMaster
rcacher. Willard restores a sense of awe at the unsurpassed wisdom that

Jesus displayed in his teachings' The following quotation expresses
' Willard's vision ofJesus:

He is not just nice, he is brilliant' He is the smartest man who ever

lived. He ir 
""\^/ 

supervising the entire course pf world history whilr

simultaneously pre'paring ti. r.rt of the universe for our future role

in it. He .1"'.f.iru.'tfte #st information on everythingand certainly

also on the things that matter most in human life' (p'95)

who would not but choose to commit onds entire life to such a Lord as

Jesus?
2.2.4T\eSermon on the Mount Jesus answers to the age'old-9u1q":"

abouttu"o"*oftheg""dtif"ajdfurrrnangoodness(Chs4.8a).
Having set the stage in his iniltial three chapters, willard now moves into

*re heart 
"f 

tft. U"Zf..l2 He treats the readei to a genuinely ari.sa exp-osition

ofJesus' masterful teaching as it comes to us in the Sermon on the Mount'

12 Encompassing 4rA out of l0 chapters, and. 184 ogt qf aQO PagesJPP:97-281) 
this thoughttul

elucidation of Jesus' ,.".iiiiir'i.Jifi;ii;f d."ti..-t""f. it Eontjiiu a wealth of meaningtul

insight.

6
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Through the years I have read and heard quite a few expositions ofJesus'
Sermon. I found Willard's discussion captivating. It merits repeated re-
reading and careful pondering. Given my purpose, this paper will only
highlight two significant points from this middle section of the book.
lryillerd's handling of the Beatitudes is different from most that I have
heard. His interpretation even seems to go against a "natural" reading of
the text itself. Other expositions of the Beatitudes treat them as a list of
characteristics that describe the ideal Christian.ls In contrast, Willard
argues that the Beatitudes clarif Jesus' central message that God's rule
and life is freely available to all through reliance on Him.ra The reason
there is blessing/beatitude is that the rule of God from the heavens is
available to all, regardless of natural ability or social standing (p. 122). The
Beatitudes are a list of the varied kinds of people who are blessed becatne
they are inuited-into th,e Kingd,om-not because they evidence certain
characteristics.'" For Willard, rightly understanding the Beatitudes leads
to rightly understanding the Gospel:

The gospel of the kingdom is that no one is beyond Beatitude,
because the rule of God from the heavens is available to all.
Everyone can reach it, and it can reach everyone. We respond
appropriately to the Beatitudes by living as if this were so, as it
concerns others and as it concerns ourselves. (p. 122)

In the three chapters in which Willard elucidates Jesus' teaching in the
Sermon on the Mount, one of the central themes is that the goodness that
Jesus makes available to his disciples is far beyond the goodness of the
Scribes and Pharisees. In contrast to their external righteousness, the
goodness.that Jesus describes is the actual inner transformation of the
heart and attitudes of the disciple so that the kinds of actions that Jesus
talks about throughout the Sermon become the disciplds natural way of
response and action. We misunderstand the Sermon if we take Jesus
exhortations as a new set of laws. For a disciple, true goodness is a natural
flow of the Kingdom life of God into our inner beings. When our heart is

13 The pastor of our local church recently preached thmush the Sermon on the Mount. His
c9p9cu1d-on the Beatitudes wassimi.lar to tha't 6f Martyn lJoydJones (See especially his introductoryperspective on the Beatitudes was similar to that of Martyn lloyd-Iones (See especially his introductory

lna$,sis of the Bea4tudes, pp. 941). IJoyd-Jones conten'ds that:'L. the Beatitu-des ...'are a description
of tlie character of the Chi*tian in eenbral." (p. 24)

l). Iloyd-lones conten'ds thai.:'...
in genbral." 1p. 2+;
Willard,_t-really grappled with h14 In my recent re-reading of Willard, I really grappled vdth his reading of the Beatitudes. I read

I reread them. I read theri in several differenl Fari'slations and laneuaci. I consulted llovd-Tones
grapprec wrtn nrlr reaorng oI tne EeaEtuoes. I read
Fglslations^and languag&. I _consulted UrcydJonesandano neread tnem. I read tnem rn several ctlllerent trirnstauorN and languages, I consulted Lloyd-lones

(see_nenote). In the_ end I fou-nd that Edersheim (Pt l, p. 529) andTluNew htcnutimnl ti;a@rl
of Nat Tbstamenl'fluolon (p. 217) viewed them the same way as Willard. I was gradually convinced. Iir
dny case, I do not thin['that Willard's handline of the whole of the Sermon o--n the Mount stands or
falls on his readins of the Beatitudes..s on his reading of the Beatitudes.

15 A proper understanding of the Beatitudes, following Willard, does guard against inappropriatc
ilt baied-on the sense thaione can never live uo to the "ideals" of th-e Beatiludes. See'\,Villard'sguilt bat€d-on the sense thaione can never live uD to the "ideals" of tlie Beatiludes. See'Willard's

iliscussion.of th!s.p._98-P..The more I work with Willards *iti.gp, tle more satishctory his
interpretation of th'e Beatitudes appears.
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transformed it is natural to obey Jesus.l6 It would be hard not to respond

the waY Jesus describes'

Throughout his exposition of the- Sermon' Willard's discussion of the

characreristics of tlhe Kingdom heart is illuminating and engag-ing'

Unfortunately, the scope of ihi, p"ptt does not permit sharing some of.the

profoundly evocative insights into anger- a"9 -t9.T-ttTp: 
integnty' reputation'

relationships, i*y.., u.,i ro on, with"which Willard fills this middle section'

2.2.5 Effective Discipleship (Ch' 8)

Willard's ,.".t ing ;i Jir.ipt.tttip is his most valuable contribution' Willard

firsr rrears (f ; 
-thEnatut 

of air.ipt ship, (2) how t-o become a disciple and

(3) how to Ue u di..ipl"t, and thln haexplains what and how to teach so

that others can actually become disciplis' f!:t: two chapters provide

desperately needed and dependable help for discipling MBBs'

2.2.5.1 The Nature of Discipleship'
we are all disciples of someo-ne. sliaping oul live-s. around the teaching

andexampteoraperson is toben i 'o 'herd isc ip le . I t i sc r i t i ca l l y
i^pottt rt'tha, *. ,rot only believe inJesus-w: T:tt 

obey him' Entry

through tt . ,t"tto* gttt i"to the Kingdom' which Jesus talks about in

Mauhew i, a*, 'oi.o-" through believing the right things about

Jesus (docninal correctness); it is tlrough obqi'ng lestts' Entering into

tt. xirrgio; life is living in obedieice to Jlsus' It is our daily

.*p.ri.ri.. of interactior, *rith and obedience to Jesus that is the source

of,the eternal life that we experience in the Kingdom. Nothing replzces

obedi.nce. f,, 
" 

helpful analogy' Willard YtTt against making

assumptions about oui spiritual state without obedience:

Anyone who is riot a continual student of Jesus' and who

neverthelessreadsthegreatpromisesoftheBibleasiftheywere
for him or her, is l'iheTonumw Nng to cash a clvck on atwthn

persarts mcmnrt. At best, it succeedi only sporadically. (p. 273

EmPhasis mine')

WillardteachesthatbeingadiscipleofJesusisanobviousanddefinite
sort of thing. A disciple oi 

"pptttttite 
is simply someone who spends a

lotoft imewithsomeonesoastolearnhowtodowhatthatpersonis
capab le" fa" i "g (p '282) ' " Iamwi thh im 'bycho iceandbygrace '
learning from h"im how to live in the kingdom 9l Gbd' This is the

cmcial iae".... I am learning fromJesus to fve mylIlfe as he would live

it if he were I" (P. 283)'

ffi.."prysion of thisrmth: "We are loo$ng at !1oy P."PL !I:lh" stand in the flow of

God,s life now. we.* d;;;;;ril[t"i* rit1";il;?; [vinf-is a..matter of course, notjust in

exceptional -o-.r,o-Lyidli.".igi;.* "f 
dte scribe and Pfiarisee"'p' 178'

8
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2.2.5.2 How to become a disciple.
Though many desire to be disciples, it often seems inaccessible. The
precand,itian. to becoming a disciple is an appropriate attitude towards
Jesus. One must have great admiration and love for Christ. One must
see that being an apprentice to "the most magnificent person who has
ever lived" is "the greatest opportunity one will ever have" (p. 292).
When our soul condition is such that being a disciple of Jesus is the
most precious thing in the world-we would grve up an)rthing to
become likeJesus-then we are prepared to take practical steps that
will help our journey into Christlikeness (pp. 292-5).
Willard proposes three things we can do in order to become his
disciples (pp. 295-9). (1) We osft, emphatically and solemnly, thatJesus
help us to become his disciple. (2) We datell rn his words and
teachings." And (3) we decidc to be a disciple-we must make it our
definite plan. It is fundasrental to how we function as people to have
our will operative. As Willard stresses: 'Intention and decision are
absolutely fundamental" (p. 299).
2.2.5.3. How to be e discipler.
Willard suggests three essential elements for those who would be
disciplns (pp. 299-310). (1) We mustbe d*tciplcs-it must be our own
experience. (2) We mustintend to nohe discipbs-it must be our
conscious deliberate objective. Even our Evangelism should be
"discipleship evangelism." (3) Finally, we must raabh fcople utith a
natt ai.sion of Jesus and Kingdam life-it is essential to change their
belief system. This third point is fundamental and leads to Chapter 9s
curriculum.

Willard argues that belief systems govern behaviour. When teaching to
make disciples we must pay attention to what people actually believe
Qooking ar their behaviour is a good place to startl) and then explicitly
challenge wrong beliefs. We must not dodge the serious issues-we
must do justice to honest questions (pp. 305-310). We must proclaim,
demonstrate and teach the reality of the Kingdom so that the belief
system that governs their lives changes (p. 305).
2.2.5.4 What and how to teach people for Christlik€ness (Ch 9).
Willard's experience as a teacher serves him well here. Willard first
shows the acute need in current Evangelicalism for a curriculum of

17 Willard fleshes this out quite a bit. We make lesus the obiect of our study and passion. Also, "we
will refuse to devote our mentil space and energy 6 the fruide-ss, even stupefuing anel degrading, stufi
that constandy damors for our a-ttention. We rifrl attend to it only enough 6 aioid id' (F. 296):
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discipleship.rs He then critiques four commonly held irnppropriatz

objectives:'(l) external confoimity 1o Jesus' words' (2) profession.of

p""rf..tfy.ot .., doctrine, (3) faithhrheis to outward religious activities

and practices, and (4) seeking certain experiences (p'320)' In contrast'

the wo primary objiat"o of a-<liscipleshigcourse should be (1) bringing

disciples to firtl.drrfid.,,.. in the powei and g-oodness of God' and (2)

t *onirrg "automatic" respons€s igainst the Kingdom and replacing

them with retrained bodiis which iutomatically respond in Kingdom

ways(pp.321-3).Wil lard'spresentat ionofthemethodologyofthis
curriculum is especially valuable'

The first objective is to bring the disciple t9 1" 
ever-growing

confidence it"Coa-.n. need to enthrall their minds with God (pp'

szi_g+il. willard recommends thar we work ar enthralling ttre $1f
withGodinthreemajorways:(1)throughhisCreation,(2)throughhis
public .* t" history iespecially Jesus. and the. Gospels) and (3) through

pe'so,,alexperiences"fhiPin-ourlives.Thisworkatthelevelofour
belief .yrr.ri" is essential.le O.rly a strong.and accurate conception of

God can result in a life of long term obedience:

Andwhenitcomestothetaskofdevelopingdisciplesintothe
fullnessofChrist,wemustbeveryclearthatonemainpart'and^
byfarthemostfundamental,lstnlarmt|uinsish|sardhabibof
tlu $trfunts mhd, so tlnt it snys dir;cud tunard God. when this is

aaequatetydone,afullheartoflovewillgoouttowardGod'and
joy and otedience will flood the life' (p' 325)

This is nit"lly important in dealing with Muslims. If we donit work hard

at this *. di".ou., that even aftei years of confessing hiq' in Christ, a

person is still fundamentally Muslim in aniude and beliefs. sometimes

ilre pull of the old (Islam) overlcomes rhe hold of the new (fesus),

oeca-use their belief systems have not been transformed, and they

return to Islam.

With reference to ministry among Muslims' perhaps the most

,i;,n r", contribution that Willard makes is his explanation of lwut

ls willard describes nondiscipleship as the'elephant in tbe church'(I,' 501)' It is the massive

hilure that is ,o p.*i'J"tirffiJiiT.*.r'"t tt t#;;;; ;;";-tid tiht it is itre'e' lt is accepted

that one can be 
-a 

Christian witliout nceding t9 U".ft..'*itii-f"ti"i"hg bh*t' Uule in our churches is

desierred to hetp bdi."#;#;il- ailrdB.lil-;-il;.;iri"k-;";'a.tinitio so that diriple'making

comEs to be the-central purPose of our church trte'
le Willard's air.rrrriorl of'"o"" in which intellectual 4qgy it essential (Pq' .327-341) is instructive'

so*.n.ilit-i, ri"r.J.',i.?."fr#""';iii;;;;'fi;; "r wi't-'o"'.\:i9"try:"*ffiJltt'jffi H
eili;liil 6ir".i M".tirns, one would need to. caretullv respond to tlunr n{.
teacliins-to .o.r..t thi.iitif-ir ii-..i".1'. th; ;;71 

'il"5"*;Jidd.. 
Will,.d'makes this pbint

emohatically himself: *We milst study ou. fri.nd, ao-iTs*;;;;-*;;hat thev reallv do believe and

hel'p them io U. too.rtiffoiiir"lri.""'ia.ii-u"a ti;;;; ;;ti.fr tfg m'..f"i6 upoir which our life

ruris.... Thar means ,rtoi?#ri iii..tI;;-;F;F6;;G u.n-.*"'. We will namti them, and we will

state how and why they are misguided" (P' JUg)'

10
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we are to help disciples break the ingrained bondage of the old ways
and replace them with acquired habits of goodness. It is this element
that is so often missing, fatally so, in our attempts to disciple MBBs.
Believers who come to Christ fiom Muslim backgrounds struggle,
often unsuccessfully, against sin habits of immorality, pride and
deception (to name a few) which continually handicap them in their
desire to become like Christ. Unless we can give them direction that
will help them overcome these lifeJong habits, their faith is under-
mined and they do not experience freedom in Christ in any
meaningful way. Our normal counsel in most cases is to tell them to
read their Bibles, pray, fellowship and try harder.zo
Willard's explanation of how sin has power in our bodies, and of how
that power can be broken through the exercise of the Spiritual
Disciplines (pp. 3a1-36a), is a crucial element in discipleship that most
of us evangelicals know little about.2l Fortunately, there truly is help
available to clwnge. Willard explains that what is involved is changing
habitual behaviour:

Now, in fact, the patterns of wrongdoing that govern human life
outside the kingdom are usually quite weak, even ridiculous. They
are simply out ha,biK, our largely automatic respons€s of thought,
feeling, and action.... It is rare that what we do wrong is the result
of careful deliberation.... But the really good news here is that the
power of habit can be broken. Habia can be changed. And God will
help us to change them-though he will not do it for us-because
he has a vital interest in who we become. (pp. 343, 345)

A typical response to such a statement would be,'Yes, in theory I believe
we can change, but how do we do it?" In anstver to this question Willard
presents a very helpful diagram, the'Golden Triangle" (p. 3af. This
diagram ties together the three interacting eleinents that are involved in
our inner transformation: (1) the action of the Holy Spirit, (2) the real
events of our daily lives, and (3) planned disciplines for inner
transformation. These three elements work together, as the disciple
remains focused on Christ, in bringing about inner change. Absence of
any element will, normally, not work-it will not result in inner change.
Most of us have no problem in relating to the first two elements in this

20 This is not bad advice, it isjust that it is insufficient. It does not take adequately into account how
we are made up as humans andhow we can change and grow.

2r Willard's second book, Disciplircs, is devoted to this critically important subiect. Willard gives a
workable, practical way to obtain bower over habits of sin. We are hot bowerless in the hce of our bad
habits, and neither ar6 our MBRfriends! It is possible to chanse, seriuinely. Other classic works are
helpful here as well. Kempis' TIu Imitatim of ChrN and Williarn' Liw's A Ser'larrl$ Call tn a Deuout and
flph 4ft are q1o thag are worth reading, thirugh they are not as practical as Willard is in relating the
disciplihes 6 daily life.

1 l



Seedbed XVI

..Golden Triangle,,, but we don't understand what the Spiritua|

Disciplines t unE io do with it (or even what they are). will:rd

defines dirriik; ^"..any activiry wirhin our power that we engage in to

e n a b l e u s t o d o w h a t w e c a n n o t d o b y d i r e c t e f f g r t ' , ( p . 3 5 3 ) . F o r
example, *t 

"t 
pt"t'iting scales while learning to play the piano' the

goal is 
"*;;#;"ty 

'il 
scales' but the u6ility to naturally play

whateveronedes i res .Th is is thesamein thesp i r i tua l rea lm.For
example,*.,p.,,amuchconcentratedtimemeditatingon-Scripture
with the ."rr-iL th"t the power and truth of God transforms our

thoughtsandattitudes.wefastfromfoodtolearnthatthereisanother
food that sustains us. Through regular exercise of appropriate

disciplines *. air.., our bodies inri activities that empower the

inner andour"t p.t'o" for God (p' 354)'22 Yitt"* 
presents four core

disciplines as examples of the-way they work: solitude' silence' study

and worship 1pp' dsr-ro+;' He discusses how to practice them and

what kind Jf u"Ji*pu.t they have on inner spiritual transformation.

Willardconcludesthisdiscussionofcurriculumwithsomepractical
steps for attaining the two celyal objectivgs -T9 

dt:" concludes with a

a"*tipti"" 
"intl'ogt', 

or dimensions' in living the eternal life now'

rrr.y.r" iii.oJa""it in and reliance uponJezus' (2) desire to be his

.pptrr,i.o'(3)Mience,(4)pervasive-innirtransformationofthe
heart and so,,i aod, (5) power to work the works of the Kingdom (pp'

367-e).
2.2.6.Ifrurilnga Vision of our Future in the Kingdom- -(Ch 

l0)

Wiltard brings his masterfrrl treatment of the natire of discipleship and.life

in the ringdom of the Heavens to a conclusion with a heart-warming,

vision-buildirrgdi'"t"'ionofwhatliesaheadforthosewhoenterintothe
Kingdom #i;;r-w*hJ u"t o.r that an appropriately comprehensive

vision of the nirrr. *ill h.lp provide ttre motivition needed to press-on in

our lives 
""- 

rirrgaoo' air.ipLt. willard s comprehensive and deeply

Biblical nirio. Jtit fu""t is pethup' best sumried up in his own words:

We should think of our destiny as being absorbed in a

tremendously creative team effort' with unimaginably splendid

t."d.*hip, J" * inconceivably vast Plane of activity' witn 9191
-or..oo[ifi"*i*.ya.s of pioducri-vity and enjoyment. (p. 399)

: : .
z2 willard,s second booK, Disciplinas, .levelops the role of the spiritualDisciPlines more extensively'

Of much use as well i, ni.fr"rd r*t r's noi, ,:^oii'-Clit"iritri of Ohapt;i'c-*hich explains and

advocares the classic aioprii.iii,. ."rii.i!*-..rai.r,.. jtrprt." coie/s. eniphasis on habif formation

as the core ro effbctiveness i5"Ji.i;?i;i;;'it'lt.i,r;lift?'!:iti"t '"dtt'u.ul"ter change (1989' 1992)'
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3. Assessing The Diuine Conspiracy

3.1 Significant Contributions and Corectives
Now comes the task of weighing the value of Willard's exposition of
discipleship. Among the many significant contributions, space only allows
reiteration of three themes that have indispensable application to being and
making disciples in Islamic contexts.2s

3.1.1. DiscipleshiF at the heart of the Gos1rcl
First is Willard's stress on discipleship as being at the heart of the Gospel.
This is not new. Our ministry context often forces us to recognize that
being a Christian is much more than having our doctrine right. Muslims
have their doctrine correct, too. How are we as Christians difierent? Is it
that we have the right answers and they have the wrong ones? Much more
than getting the answers right, it has to do with transformed lives. If the
Gospel we preach to Muslims leaves them the same (or worse!) than they
were before, then how can it be seen as trre or good? The impact of the
Gospel on those who embrace Christ must be such that it turns them into
loving, authentic, God-enthralled and genuine people. Discipleship to
Christ has the potential to actually change people. Merely embracing
Christianity as true and philosophically superior does not change people.
Willard's stress on the necessity of authentic discipleship to Christ is
essential in Islamic contexts, as in all other.2a

This stress on discipleship also speaks to the debate over contextuelization.
Our goal is to make disciples of Jesus. It is not to make "Western
Christians"-in this sense discipleship makes possible authentic contextu-
alization. But neither is our goal to make people who speak of a belief in
Christ but remain firmly within the mainstreani Islamic society. Disciples of
Christ have transformed lives and no longer exhibit the values and
behaviours typical in Islam-thus discipleship prevents inappropriate
kinds of syncretistic contextualization. Teaching the Gospel as Discipleship
guards against errors on both sides of the hith-in-context dispute.

3.1.2 Stress on the Kingdom of the fleavens
Also of much value is Willard's emphasis on the nature of the Kingdom that
we enter through tmsting Christ. Understanding and fiving as a member of
the Kingdom of God, and accessing His power that is accessible in the context
in which we live, can have a tremendously positive effect on MBBs. C'od is
good and powerful, and our lives can draw on him and his grace resources
whenever they are needed. The power of the Kingdom is available fior us now.

,3 Th.y 
"t-" 

h.r. 
"rtder 

application to all contexts, of course.
2a Often, in my experience, those Muslims who come to hith initially as a result of being convinced

intellectually of the tiuth of the Gospel often qo for years with little br no positive change in their
behaviour <ir attitudes. Tlpicallv, suih converi eventually return to Islam-under the u-nremitting
pressure of their Islamic cririrtexti. Believing in Christ simpli because he is the truth is not a luxury tha-t
lslamrc contexts permrt.
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3.1.3 Guidance on how to become a disciple & how to teach others to be

* #t::ltJ"rrlirrior,uri.s to Istamic narions, we bring the baggage of our

own Christian heritage along' Since most of us come from something

similar ro one of thethrirti"r, t uaitions that willard .tilgr:r: ir is not

surprising that we tend to approach the task of making disciples out ot

MBBs with naivet6. we have 
""ly 

b.;;arglally succeisful at becoming

disciples, 'o i'']'-t'ot surprising if-tt f"il in ieaching and modeling

aii.ipf.tttip to our MBB friends as well'

Willard provides much needed guidance and instruction on how to go

aboutsettinguptheconditions,r,"'*iu'""r..disciples.outofbelievers.We-
need a lot of trelpt Willard delivers' *id; 

"lt"p'o'lnidtt 
refreshingly valid

psychologic"r""iitttiti;";;";*;;tt ""d 
tht nature of eternal life

that we are to experience 
""*' 

Ut irotiats tools adeguate to the task of

seeing the Holy Spirit t1k3 Muslims'who have come to trust in Christ and

turning them into Spirit-t*po"'t"J-Ji*ipftt who can impact their

societiJs for the glorY of God'

if"Hf'n::'i, *o.r, of tremen.rous value hrtu conspiracl,rhere

are also t t.'-i''oiq="i* 'Uot" $3;"*ingt' 
RSttoPn on som€ of these

weaknesses r"ggJ';;i *, .":lt;;;;d"tially serious implications for

the overall *""!tt;;'l;i':f wil;d'Jdi*ipur'iq thesis' The following

discussion *tll r.il;;;.;i".tp"t.*Jir..r.r. er *nu. suggested, all three

are fundamental to what being i disciple is all about'

3.2.1 Discipleship is overly C'ospelsoriented

Willard over-emphasizes the jt"'J"f *tt Gospels 1' F 
expense of the

por,-r.,t"'*io"ttiftt"tt if 'f" J"tfy tn"ttil Td ''ht 
teaching of Paul

and other apostles' Red flags ;;;;P;T: T 'his 
ledure' willard

suggested ,rrJ, *. ,-rr""la r*,ri o.rr-r."aing and^scripture meditation more

on the cosptt' than on ott"' ptru ffi;;,.,,. 35'licmsn'acy' the role of

thechurchanditsrelationship'",t,.-rc'isaomisnotdiicussed.Italmost
feels as if the church was an 

"ftgt,h;ilht-it*oti 
irrelevant to discipleship'

All of the issues and struggles 
"f 

ft";dy.tt"t.tt reflected in the episdes is

hardty e"t" teftt"d to oi acknowledged'

Whatismore'WillardstnessesthesecondpartoftheGreatCommission_
.make disciples,,-but hardly S;ilile to thefirst-"Go into all the

worrd.''""iil.:r;#;dJ#fi tl::t'ffi :T#f;fJf:iliffi :i
little sense of great comnusslon

walk with God_little seems ,o ,.r"r,1, beyond that. There is no suggesuon

,r,"t u a.n#fpo:*-Jru;i;;; amipil #resus is being a Global christian

,5-Thirit"tt"*gg*ttdinconspiraqp'534'
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with a heart for the world. There is none of the urgency that the Apostle
Paul continually expressed in his continual efforts to preach the Gospel of
the Kingdom to all of the nations of the world as soon as possible (Rom
15;.26 This oversight seriously misrepresents much of the tone and
emphasis of the entire New Testament.='

32.2 Downplay of the Intensity of Spiritual Warhre
Willard does not appear to take into account the extent to which the
Kingdom of God is a battle against the powers of darkness, the Kingdom of
Satan. As suggested by Boyd in his God at War (1997), -the path of
discipleship ii largely a life of protracted spiritual warhre.28 I doubt if
Willard would disagree, but I struggle with his almost entirely positive
portrayal of the life of discipleship. For Jesus the advance of the Kingdom
of God was always at the expense of Satan's dominion. In Mark this theme
is especially strong; Jesus has come to bind the strong man (Cf. Mk I :21-28;
3:20-30). In Willard's treatment of the stages of the future between now
and eternity (Ch 10)2e there is no hint of intense spiritual warf;are. Yet,
throughout much of the epistles, and in more than half of the book of
Revelation, the forward movement of the Gospel comes at great cost. We
are not only disciples, but also soldiers wagrng serious warhre against
Satan and his powers.

Were an MBB disciple unprepared for this element of life in the Kingdom,
he could well be swept out of the battle. There is quite a bit more to hithful
obedience than mere practice of the disciplines to grow. One must learn to
wage effective warfare and to use the weapons at our disposal. In Willards
"Golden Triangle" there is not even a hint that the trials that one
undergoes..tt b. extremely severe and often co6t onds life. 30 The present
p.ru.crrtiotts of Christians in places like Sudansl often mean martyrdom.

m lohn Pioer has a stronser scnse of Biblical realism as he presents God's purpose in human history
in both his clissic Dasrrirag Cad, and, in his more recent treati$ on missions /,et ifu Natiorrs be Glad! 

'

2? See for example such texts as MaE 24:14, Acts l:8, Rom l0:12-17; l5:20-24; 16:25-27, Eph 6: 19-20, etc.
28 Boyd's booli does an exhaustive study of the entire scripture in order to show how central this

theme o? spiritual conflict is to the entirb Bible. He is quite convincing. Here are some typical
assertions. oWhere the Kingdom of God is being spread, ihe kingdom oFdarkness will be mb-st at
work.' "In Paul's view, tlre devil and his kinedom a:re as pervasive in this hllen world as the air we
breath. The atmosphere of the world is diabolical, with ihe enemy persistently seeking to find an
entrance into the &liever's heart-" pp. 278,279.

2e Thes€ stages are: (l) the time of stcady growdr, (2) the time of passage (death), and (3) the time of
reigning with Christ.

5o It is normal experience in ministry to Muslims to encounter extreme forms of demonic
exDression and domiriion. Friends of min'e have been working with and intensively discipling one
wo'man for 6 years already and she is still often threatened with?eath and worse by demonic potwers.
Without powi:r and auth6rity exencisd in the spiritud realm acainst Satan, most would-be disciples
from Mu3lim backgrounds die or return to Islarir. The conflict is intense. Downplalng this realiCy in
discipling such people would be a serious mis-service to them.

5f Some estimate that as many as I million Christians have been put to deattr in the south of Sudan
by the militant Islamic governmrint- Apart from this dimension of in-tense spiritual conflict between the
Kingdom of God and t[e kingdom of Satan, one has difficulty accounting 16r the'normalcy" of intense
persecution of MBBs by their frmily and friends.
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There is much more violence in Scripture and in Christian experience

than is implied by Willard in his view oithe future'32 True' in the end' God

will usher i" ,IJigJJ;";"t and truth and gentleness, but to get there

from here i"r"k;;;. p..iry awful warfare in the spiritual realm.

3.2.3 Neglect of the corPorate dimensions of the Kingdom

one gets the impressiori from most of what willard saystnconspiracy,that

one can b. ;'";;;l;;;;6ig" of christ withoul contact with and

submission to tt .-Uoay Jf Cnrirt.tt This is another consequence of being

overly Gospels-orien;d' Furthennore' there is no discussion of the

relationship 
"i 

,ttt *"ga"m' and the corporate Christian community'

theChurch , to thepowers t ruc turesof thewor ld . I fweteachourMBB-
friends only tofoil# Christ in the privacy of theirindividual lives' they will

have little impact on rheir Muslim tommunities. Norm Lewis (1988) cites a

telling i".iA.rrt *"ispeaks a sober warning about discipleship that is only

Private:
David Shenk tells how a Muslim asked him' "Why don't Christians

follow ,lt. *ty 
"ilesus? 

When I read th9 Sgsgel I am overjoyed'

The life u,,Jlttfii"gs of Jesus are wonderfui' wonderful' really'

,*fy *orri.rfof. i"r'pf"".i show me Christians who are willing to

follow tft. *"y 
"f5t""' 

I have met a few' very few people-who try to

follow ;.,,,"'nti' tftty follow Him only in their private lives'

Conr.quffi, yot" 'A*t'itan society has bec-ome'very evil'-It seem-s

to me ,h;;1;eh*"i"I}E do not L[eve that the way of Jesus is

practical. Tiat makes me very sad' (p' 88)s

|nDiscipt i rusWil lardaddressesthisissueinhisf inalchapter,but in
C,u4orcythereisnoattemPttoplaceindividualDiscipleshipintoi ts
wider, and necessary, corporate context'

Nevert}reless,IdonotbelievethattheweaknessesinWillardsotherwise
brilliant elucidation of disciplestttp a christ seriouslY undermine his

a
32 Willard,s vision ot tlre future o-f the Kingdom,of God depicts the.Kingdom as a centle rule of God

vanquishing of his enemieiJip'"'rt :"y.-Cfrritt t.uqriitf,i""S'liitoritt[y t4t sli'"ia u"a bbodshed and

destruction 
".*-oq9d;'bii'fi':-di;ffi;iTcl' 

i* fa'21+; le:ll-2l' 'E)^. 
onumber or the

33 Admittedlv, WiUt a"a*t-o-tt some.asfects of corporate-life in Discip'

d#pf,;fiffiii..@;*;; corPorat€ i" i'"t*']'tdr'Ir'"sfo'* d'9'"'t 5*;li.:frB5$,t*
ilffiffr.i-G;", u.rig"i ii th' *,p-"19l':*"t^H"',5g.-" dimension to

"ilff::f#fr,"sr?frKffJ,.f"&'"AHffii,iTii",,.ri*', *rticism or.the rack ordiscipreship' It
is interesting .o,,ot tr,ril,i6[, Uoot. ia-tSe.prlor.iti;iWild E";€.tit*:l'i" spirc of ihis telling

quotation, ,n.* o.nog;id'il;ffii ki;J gi..l ab6ut how to make-disciples. not even anv t€acmng

iiven as ro what 
" 

o,..,pi.i-igltiootlit., "p-;a 
n"Ii#'i"l;;;ifid6;,iachins the unredched with

ihe Gospel. fr,i, r.n.ct 
'oil;?#itJ 

il;b[[li pt *l"p}ti"" *iO tftt need to gb' and our near totar

;ilJ;;5t ;b""t the need to rirlke disciples'
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argument. There is nothing inherently wrong with his argument for the
centrality of discipleship. Willard's understanding of the Kingdom could
be expanded to encompass the missing dimensions of missionary advance,
spiritual warfare and corporate Church life without needing to be
significantly altered.

Conclusion: Conspiraq is of great Consequence for Ministry irr Islamic Contexts

Willard's insights and thesis about the Kingdom of God and the nature of life in
that Kingdom have significant relevance to the Islamic ministry context. Having
personally struggled for many years to learn how to effectively disciple MBBs, I
am convinced that Willard's thesis about the goal and processes of Disciples\1p
provides clarity and direction for those of us who live our lives among Muslims
striving to help our MBB fiiends become mature, power-filled disciples. Thanks
to Willard, we can now have a much better idea about how to make disciples of
people from Islamic contexts.35 I would go so far as to contend that The Diaine
Conspiracy should be required reading for everyone involved in outreach to
Muslims.

In his May 2000 Regent College class, Willard used the following prayer. Since this
prayer applies to all MBBs, and to all seeking to bring Muslims into a life of
Kingdom discipleship, it is a fitting way to conclude this paper. It is my prayer:

That you would have a rich life ofJoy and Power, abundant in Supernatural
results, with a constant clear vision of never-ending life in God's world
before you, and of the everlasting significance of your wcrk. A radiant life
and death.36
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