Discipleship for Beginners


The first command in the Bible (to Adam and Eve) is to reproduce.  Jesus reiterates with one of His last commands while on earth, that we should go and make disciples.  Not just converts, but full-fledged, meat-eating, Bible-preaching disciples.  But how?  This could certainly never be an exhaustive hit on the idea of discipleship (see books like The Lost Art of Discipleship by Eims, Jesus:  Disciple Maker by Hull, and Relational Christianity by Meeks for more complete resources) but, through lots of trial and error, this is the model I’ve come to for discipling men and training them in Christian thinking, Spirit-led walking, and godly living:

Finding the men:

This, I believe, is crucial.  Please don’t let the criterion for who you’ll disciple be their fervor/zeal, or how good-looking they are, or how ‘sharp’ they seem, or what they might could do for you if you blessed their lives.  All these flesh-based motivations are seen by God and, according to I Cor 3:12-16, this kind of service will come to nothing on the last day.  I Pet 5:2 says “shepherd those who’ve been entrusted to your care”.  So our question must be, “who’s been entrusted to my care?”  In order to know the answer, we have to have a relationship with the Spirit ourselves; we want to know what He’s saying.  Whether He says yes or no regarding any prospective disciple, we want to agree and walk by His guidance.  Never exclude guys for a lack of spiritual maturity (that’s the whole goal of the thing- to grow them up!), and be patient with them when your concept of discipleship sounds foreign to them (lots of guys don’t want to be ‘discipled’, but they sure would be open to somebody just caring about them and loving on them.  And what do we care what it’s called, anyway?). I say all that to say:  there’s a list below of good ways to obtain disciples, but they are all subject to review by the Holy Spirit.  As always, God retains veto power (you know that already, but I just really like saying that).


There are 3 ways to obtain men to disciple:  1) you lead a man to the LORD.  This is, undoubtedly, the best way.  Absolutely.  When I lead a guy through conversion, I tell him before he makes his decision that discipleship is part of the deal; that I’ll train him and meet with him to help him find his feet (if he’ll have me).  This man knows, before he ever decides to give his life to God, that he’s going to be nursed after birth, and that consistent care will be given to him.  Brother, this method is a swing and a hit.  (By the way, leading someone to the LORD, then leaving them to fend for themselves is tantamount to spiritual abortion.  Please don’t do it.)  2) A guy finds you, and asks you to disciple him.  This is also a great way.  Some guy will approach you and say that, based on the fruit and qualities of your life, he knows that you’ve been somewhere he hasn’t.  This is a wonderful situation, because you know he’s committed and ready before you ever start in (oh that we would live lives of love that merit this kind of reaction from our younger brothers!).  3) You find him.  This is the trickiest way, because some guys will be involved based on a commitment to you and not necessarily because of their desire for the LORD.  Always be on your guard from creating a you-based cult following.  This is NEVER from the LORD.  Remember John the Baptist, whose disciples dropped him like a bad habit when the Lamb of God strolled into town.  Let’s aspire to Jesus-centered disciples like that!  And remember that, while Paul encouraged the Corinthians to “follow my lead”, he said that, ultimately, his goal was that they be followers of the Messiah (I Cor 11:1).  I’ve said that it’s tricky when you do the choosing, but if the LORD prompts you, don’t hesitate to walk up to some younger brother and say “would you let me serve you by watching over your soul?”  If God says go, GO!


Some other things about finding the men:  Ideally he’s a ‘f.a.t.’ man- faithful, available, and teachable.  A guy needs to be humble and ready to learn to maximize his investment of time and energy.  That kind of willing spirit will “cover over a multitude of sins”.  He might have a thousand problems, but if he’s willing to listen, submit, and obey, all the spots will come out in the wash.


So you’ve got some men.  Now what?

Preliminary meeting:

When I’m ready to make a relationship with a guy ‘official’, I make sure that I meet personally with each ‘candidate’ before we start meeting regularly.  I want to know who they are and where they’re coming from, and I need to tell them who I am, where I’m coming from, and what they’re getting into.  Either of us can opt out after this meeting, which usually goes like this:  

· I give my life’s history spiritually, and what discipleship has meant to me.  [For the record, I was a Christian 11 years before I really started growing.  That began when the first of 4 men started investing time and love in me, helping me to grow based on their walk and struggles.]

· He shares his spiritual history, including family background, conversion experience, and what’s happened since (he might not have grown at all).

· I share what the discipleship ideal is about Biblically.

· I share what it’ll look like to him, practically.  We also discuss his expectations, and how he feels about the requests I’ve just made on his time and heart.

The Model

Those last two points are worth elaborating here.  The discipleship ideal is founded largely on the Paul/Timothy model (or Moses/Joshua, or Elijah/Elisha, or John the Baptist and his guys, etc.), one of our best New Testament examples (along with that of Christ) of a man investing himself purposefully into others.  Paul repeatedly refers to himself as an example of sorts (the most striking reference has already been mentioned:  I Cor 11:1 - “Follow me as I follow the example of Christ”, along with I Cor 4:16, Phil. 3:17 and 4:9, I Thes. 1:6-7); and a disciple-maker must be willing to be held up as an example.  This does NOT mean that I think I’ve made it, or will pretend so.  It means that I realize I’ve been some places some younger guys haven’t, and they can ‘go to school’ on my life (both in my victories and in my defeats).  In I Cor 11:1, Paul is saying “If I follow hard after Christ, and you follow me, you’ll end up looking like Christ, too.”  Being Christlike includes expecting and desiring for folks to follow you (or, more correctly, serving them by example), and ‘discipleship’ is just a forum in which we can seriously affect some lives for the sake of the Kingdom.  


In the ideal discipleship model, there is to be a passing-down of knowledge and insight.  In the aforementioned I Thes 1:6-7 passage, Paul mentions that the church in Thessalonica, after imitating his, Timothy’s, and Silas’ lives, had, in turn, become a model to the believers in Macedonia and Achaia.  This wasn’t an accident.  Paul saw to it that those who’d grown to maturity in Christ were used as leaders for the next ‘generation’ of believers.  He told Timothy to pass down the things he’d learned from Paul, and to pass them down to men who would also teach others (II Tim 2:2).  Just as Paul was intentional in his approach, I tell men as soon as possible that I’m training them so that they can one day help others along.  We want to thoroughly equip the saints for every good work and ministry to which God calls them, right?  Hallelujah!


So what are we doing?  Well, I use this little diagram to help explain it to the guys.  Evangelism yields a convert, but nothing more, and we don’t want to stay just a convert.  Establishing has to happen to grow someone into a ‘full-fledged’ disciple.  I use Colossians 2:6-​7 to describe the establishing process.  It says that a guy needs to be rooted and established in the faith (my job), be strengthened as he’s taught (my job), and overflow with thankfulness (his job).  Anyway, here’s the diagram:


Evangelism      Convert

      Establishing 
       Disciple

(Mark 16:15, Philemon 6, I Peter 2:2)



  (I Thes 2:8, I Thes 4:1, 

                                                                                9-10, Luke 14:26-33)
 





knowledge, skills


 

 









 Equipping


character, vision






 


         Disciple-maker







 

 (Mark 3:14, Eph 4:11-12, Luke 6:40)


A very important aspect of this whole model is the idea of mentoring.  I can’t expect to only present information, but not have the disciple pick up on my lifestyle, habits, heart, and mindset.  A ‘who’ outweighs a ‘what’ every time; I can actually pervert the gospel by not living out what I’m saying, or by avoiding the topic of orthopraxy (practiced, lived-out truth) altogether.  It’s costly to become a disciple, but it’s even costlier to make a disciple:  these guys have total access to your life (and a right to it)!  Paul understood this principle, and he knew that, if he followed Christ, his life could and should be a pattern for others to follow.  And the thing about mentoring is, you don’t have to have it all together to do it!  If I’m struggling and wrestling to be obedient and God-centered, it will actually help my disciples to be honest about the struggle.  The last thing they need is to be taught (overtly or implied) that a follower of Christ is perfect and doesn’t struggle with issues like not praying enough, spending time daily with God, experiencing fear in witnessing, lust, greed, pride, etc.  Otherwise they’ll feel eternally condemned (as they usually do), because they just can’t quite work hard enough or do it quite as well as they think they’re supposed to.  This, as you know, has been used of the enemy to frustrate hoards of brothers, making them feel useless and even unworthy of grace.  The best way I know to curtail this problem is to be honest with folks about our struggles and battles.  You’ll find that your disciples respect you (because they know that your desire to walk with God isn’t just hot air), and they’ll be able to accept grace from God when they fail (because their mentor lived that, and by so doing, taught them to do the same)!  

What they need to know
They do need some help getting started, and I don’t assume they’ve nailed down a method for daily time with God.  By and large, guys haven’t been told how to do that.  I prescribe the following method, just because it’s the one I use (I’m mentoring, after all!)- not because it’s the only way or the ‘right’ way:  I start every guy in Genesis, Psalms, Matthew, and Acts.  He has two O.T. options, and two N.T. options.  I make them study, each day, from each testament.  I don’t care which of the 2 places they’re in, I just want them in one in each testament.  They learn to be methodical (as opposed to slapdash and careless) in their approach to the Word.  I don’t really care how far they get in their daily study:  we come to the Word, not primarily to learn stories and information, but to know God.  If, as it happened with one of my guys this past semester, a guy spends 3 weeks in Acts 17, that’s wonderful.  His time with God continued to be fresh and exciting, and he now knows more on that passage than anybody I know!  He can teach that material with ease (by the way, I also strongly encourage my guys to get concordances and Bible dictionaries as study aids.  Let’s be good students!  I Tim 4:16,  II Tim 2:15).  So they spend time in both testaments, covering the amount of reading they feel is necessary to meet with God and know Him more that day.  Some days they’ll get through a paragraph, and some days they’ll read four chapters.  The two main questions I want them asking are:

· What does this text say about Who God is?

· What does this text say about who I am/what I’m supposed to be doing?

I also make them mark the year at the end of each chapter they finish (actually writing, for instance, a ‘1’ in their Bibles, at the end of the chapter), so that they’ll know exactly what they’ve read.  If a man finished the 7th Psalm, for instance, then doesn’t return to the Psalms for 2 weeks, he probably won’t remember where he left off, and I’d rather they were sure of themselves about what they have and haven’t done.


They also get notebooks (I find the 8 1/2” x 5 1/2” size works best), in which they’ll journal.  There, daily time is charted like this:  at the top of the page, in the margin, they will daily write out the memory verse I assigned them at our last meeting (more on that later).  Then they’ll start in with their observations of what they’re reading.  I want them to think with their pens, and to continue right into prayers, commitments, and further insights as they write.  It’s possible that lots of notes in the journal have nothing to do with what they’ve been reading, but are just a thinking through what they’re learning and experiencing in their lives.  For illustration’s sake, here’s a typical day’s excerpt from my journal:


Genesis 4:7- If you do what is right, will you not be accepted?  But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it.

I Sam. 25

v1 Oh to have a life so used that the nation mourned your passing!  But this isn’t what we aspire to- Mt 6:33.  David (Jesus) was going to slay all of Nabal’s household (mankind) and rightfully so, for his insolence.  But Abigail (the church) prostrated herself before David, and he accepted her.  Nabal (sin- v25) was destroyed by God, and David took Abigail to be his own wife!

Thank you God that, after submitting to you and accepting Your authority, You accepted me!  Not only did you free me from my captivity, but you honored me by taking me as Your own!  Yes!






Jer 50

Jeremiah delivers God’s judgment of Babylon, including details of
the torture and misery they’ll go through.  I desire to hate evil with this kind of passion.

Lk 13:24  -Some will try to enter and will not be able to!  It’s unbelievable!  My salvation is wholly dependent on you!  My commitment, determination, zeal, etc. are NOT the seats of my faith!  YOU ARE!  Oh God, how I trust You!  You are my Hope!

v17&32- Jesus is ready and willing to defend the helpless wicked, who can do nothing for themselves.

I come to the Word, not just to find out rules for living, but to come into knowing Who God is.  If I’m familiar with Him, then I’ll more readily discern His voice & opinions concerning the circumstances in my life.


And that was it for that day.  That took one page out of my notebook.  Sometimes I can go two or three, but not always.  I encourage guys to write out their prayer requests, too, so they can have a structure in their prayer life.  Their time with God goes like this:

· Short prayer (dedicating this time to God, asking Him to teach)

· In the Word/journaling

· Read through/extended prayer


I also encourage guys to stop, right in the middle of their reading or writing, if they feel God prompting them to pray, and especially when they read a command in the Bible.  The command is immediately obligatory, and I want them to let God know right then that they’re submissive to Him and will look for the first possible opportunity to be obedient.  If they read, for instance, in Romans 12 that they’re to be hospitable, it’s altogether reasonable that they’d get up from the desk (I encourage guys to not study laying down), go call someone and invite them over for dinner, then sit back down and continue.  They’ve just been obedient!  They’ve just enacted their Christianity!  Praise God!

The weekly meeting
All three of us (a leader and two learners; this is a typical setup for me.  I think it works well.) are spending time with God in this way all week (by the way, these guys aren’t always going to do this stuff!  And don’t crush them when they miss a day or three!  Give them grace:  underline for them why we seek God, why His Word is life for us, then reinstate them and move on!  ...or do you never miss a day?), then we get together to share what they’re learning.  These weekly meetings serve a variety of purposes, including providing a place for them to teach and encourage, be rebuked, and ask the questions and issues deepest in their hearts.  I have them first recite the verse they’ve committed to memory (and might ask a probing question or two to check that they’ve meditated on it, too), then each guy presents a teaching based on what he’s been learning that week (based largely on what they’d consider their ‘best’, or most typical, day that week).  Discussion based on what we’re each learning is strongly encouraged.  An ability to articulate our faith and to reason it out with others serves us well in our role as Christ’s ambassadors to the lost and dying! Because of our long-standing practice of forcing people into quiet submission without ever having an opportunity to speak, we Christians have an ugly way of making people spiritual mutes, who have some semblance of a belief, but not the tools to pass it on.  Then, to compound the problem, we expect people to go out and share their faith with an audience (the lost), which is, at best, ambivalent to their message!  How cruel!  So, I want to train men to be excellent in the way they think about God, and ready to speak about this God they know  (I Pet. 3:15, II Tim 4:2, Col. 4:6, I Cor 2:16).  Often they’ll have a handful of questions from the material they’ve gone over that week, and of course, I happily answer as best I can (or commit to find out).


Another focus of the meeting is accountability.  These weekly meetings are probably the only place your new guys talk about spiritual issues, and we must know where one another is coming from to correct, rebuke, and encourage (again, II Tim 4:2).  We also want to be mutually encouraged by one another’s faith (Rom 1:11-12).  I make sure that nothing they have to say or confess is ‘off limits’.  Dave Busby said “You’re only as bad as your secrets”, and I think there’s a lot of truth in that.  Where else are these guys going to talk about what’s tearing them up inside (or should be)?  Honesty can be very embarrassing, especially to someone who isn’t used to admitting the ugliness of sin to someone else.  So YOU take the lead in confessing honestly and (as I say) ruthlessly, and just love on your guys when they follow suit (you will be offended sometimes by what you hear!  Get over it!).  Accountability is certainly a thrust in what I do with them, and the questions I use are on the last page of this booklet (these were designed for college-age guys, modify as you see fit).  It’s worth noting here that I don’t sit as some grand arbiter and listen to the guys talk, then just move on- I confess to them, too, about the garbage inside of me!  I’m mentoring, remember, and they need to see tangible evidence that a godly man is one who knows the sin in himself, and is quick to confess, repent, and struggle against that sin.  It would be very unnatural (and highly uncomfortable!) for me to listen to them bear their hearts, and never say anything about where I am.  That kind of pious “there’s nothing wrong with ME!” sentiment is all too prevalent in Jesus’ bride already; they don’t need another example of somebody who’d rather just gloss over the filth in their heart.  I know it’s costly to be open with people and let them see you, warts and all, but it’s also very freeing, and very healing.  James 5:16 says “...confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.”  


So the third focus of our time together is prayer.  The loose guidelines I employ regarding prayer are that they have to pray for themselves weekly, they have to pray about the material that someone else taught that day, and that you can pray as long or as short as you want, in any order, at any time.  We don’t go around the circle or anything like that.  We just talk together with God.  Very often we’ll pray for brothers within our group who’re working through a sinful stronghold (in their very presence!  Novel, huh?), lifting them up and begging for mercy on their behalf.  In addition to teaching, prayer, and accountability (in any order- and we rarely have time for all 3), we want to do what we can to ensure that the meetings are fun and real.  We often laugh together, and a very real sense of brotherhood and camaraderie are fostered by a positive, but focused, atmosphere.  It’s not unusual for me to say “this week let’s take a walk”, or “how about Trivial Pursuit and tacos this week?”  

When’s a disciple really a disciple?
When is the guy ready to help someone else?  Then what?  Well, I think a fellow is ready to start sharing his faith the day he’s converted.  He may not be able to answer everybody’s questions, but he can certainly explain his own experience.  He can start assuming responsibility for other guys when he’s matured to the point of being concerned about the spiritual lives of others, can share his faith confidently and well, and is meeting with God regularly within the pages of the Bible.  If a guy’s doing those things, he can certainly help someone else do the same.  Check John 8:31 and remember the mandate in Mt 28:20 to “teach them to obey everything [He has]  commanded...” to see where you think your guys are.  Another great measuring stick is how consistently they’re ‘practicing the presence of God’- do they habitually dialogue with God in the regular goings-on of their day?  Do they invite God into every area of life?  You’ve got a good, mature guy on your hands when these areas are coming into focus a little more clearly.  I encourage them, when I think they’re ready (and that time frame varies wildly from man to man), to start praying that God will show them 2 men that they can help along.  They need to meet with their ‘candidates’ with me (again, I’m mentoring how to do this), then set up a time of their own and get started.  Ideally, my disciple’s meeting with his disciples doesn’t signal the end of his meeting with me.  He’ll have questions about how to lead better and will still need you to affirm and encourage him in what he’s doing.  Maybe about once a month will be enough, but you’ll need to work that out with him.  I think it’s okay to taper off their meetings with me because I’m already asking for a lot of time from these guys, and I’m aware that, in these new groups, they’re getting accountability there.  I don’t care where my guys get accountability and a forum to speak and minister, as long as they have one.  Their new groups will serve that purpose just fine. 


Maybe this all sounds a bit too structured and rigid, but I do have to have a methodology, and this has worked well for me.  I’m just sharing with you where I’ve been and what has produced good fruit in my ministry.  I’d also like to throw in a couple of other things.  One is, although there’s loads of great literature out there, I don’t go through any outside book with the guys.  There’s a tendency in Christendom that, unless we have the latest book or Bible study guide, we’re not ‘on the edge’ spiritually.  That’s a lie.  To be ‘on the edge’ spiritually is to be meeting with God and living in submission to His Word.  Materials don’t make disciples; people do.  Also, unless you set out to make disciples, intentionally, you won’t.  That’s one reason I’ve really thought through this stuff, and am overt with the guys about what I’m doing.  Intentionality means a lot to me, and the guys gain a lot of security in knowing that this isn’t just another Bible study.  I’m actually training them to live a life characterized by seeking God, defending the faith, doing work in prayer, and serving others.  May God bless you too, as you seek to honor him in what you teach and how you live.  

P.s.- Do you have a shepherd, someone who watches over your soul?  If you don’t, you might want to get that settled before you take on younger fellows.  Otherwise, you’ll be planting the seeds of destruction of your relationship within them.  They’ll eventually come to model you, the guy who has no shepherd, and they’ll throw off your guidance as a shepherd, too.  See that your own soul is cared for, then care for others.

The Prize
Just so you know, Paul says something wonderful about the discipleship and mentoring relationship:  he actually says that by making disciples, we gain good standing before God!  In speaking to the church he’d been a model for, Paul says in I Thes 2:19-20:  “...what is our hope, our joy, or the crown in which we will glory in the presence of our Lord Jesus when He comes?  Is it not you?  Indeed, you are our glory and joy.”  Be encouraged, friends, that as we ‘train up [spiritual] children in the way [they shall] go’, we have the LORD’s full endorsement.

Watch your life and doctrine closely.  

Persevere in them, because if you do, 

you will save both yourselves and your hearers.

-I Timothy 4:16

 10 QUESTIONS FOR MEN

1. Have you been with a girl this week in any kind of compromising situation (not just physically)?    Eph. 5:3; I Tim. 3:2

2. Where are you most tempted to lust?  

3. Have you looked at any sexually explicit material this week?  Job 31:1

4. Have you honored your authority (gov’t, profs, family) without fail this week?  Rom. 13:1

5. Has consistency with God been a struggle?  What are the themes in what God’s saying to you?  How are you responding to that?  II Tim. 2:15

6. Have you compromised your integrity or witness in any way this week?  (Have you been a clear picture of Jesus?)-worry, lying, selfishness  I Tim. 4:16

7. Are you not being obedient because of the fear of man?  When were you light in darkness?    Gal. 1:10; II Tim. 4:2; Rom. 1:16

8. When have you been prideful this week?    Prov. 3:34

9. When have you been sinfully judgmental of others this week?  Matt. 7:1

10. Are there practical steps you can take to correct yourself?  James 1:22
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