
What Is Discipleship? 
1. Allow me to continue a story I began on p. 76 of my book, Becoming an Enthusiastic Church. As background you need to know I’ve coached the shot, discus, and javelin throwers at MAHS for the last 10 years. In the spring of 2006 one of my throwers, Collin Ray, had a very successful season for a freshman. I saw great potential and cast a vision for future success thusly, “Collin, this is what I see. You have the potential to be a 3-time state champion in the discus if you work hard at it between seasons.” That was an outrageously bold vision because male underclassmen rarely win state throwing championships.  
2. Collin took me seriously and practiced in the off-season. Wellllll, he wasn’t state champion in 2007 and didn’t even get to the State Championship meet. At the district qualifying meet, he had his worst performance of the season because of nerves and wasn’t among the top nine finishers. I’m glad false prophets don’t receive the same treatment they did in the OT!
3. I was disappointed; Collin, more so. He didn’t give up, and I didn’t give up on him. We met regularly over the summer, fall and winter for practice sessions. The last practice session before the season started in March, I told him, “If you throw at the State Championships the way you threw today, you could win it all.” He did. In May he became PA State discus champion despite throwing with an injured back. The difference between 2007 and 2008 was confidence, strength, technique, and most importantly, a big vision and a mountain of encouragement from his coach without which he wouldn’t have put in the necessary work.
4. Disciple-making is about building champions for Jesus in every walk of life, about transformation, not just information. It includes vision and encouragement. Champion athletes excel because someone convinced them they could. They’ve mastered the fundamentals of their sport.  Champions for Jesus excel because someone convinced them they could, and they’ve mastered the fundamentals of the faith.
5. With that in mind, let’s briefly review what a Christian disciple is so we know what we’re seeking to develop. Galatians 5:6 says that the only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love. A Christian disciple is one who follows Jesus and expresses his/her faith through loving words and actions.

6. Love has a four-fold focus – God, neighbor (Matt. 22:37-39); other believers (John 13:34-35), enemies (Matt 5:44).

7. Let me illustrate what’s involved in the disciple-making task:
a. Flip your cup 

i. Downward/inward to upward/ outward focus – 1 John 2:16; Mt 3:8
b. Fill it up

i. Son (Col. 2:9-10), Word (Col 3:16); Spirit (Eph 5:18); Faith (Acts 6:5), Fellowship (Heb 10:24-25)

c. Pour it out (Toward God, neighbor, believers, enemies (Matt. 22:37-39; Jn 13:34-35), Matt 5:44).
8. How do we provide an atmosphere in our church where love can flourish and where cup flipping, filling and outpouring regularly occur?

9. Our focus today is developing a discipleship plan. Many factors affect the plan for better or worse.

10. We’ve time only to define these factors sketchily. My book, Becoming an Enthusiastic Church, examines them in far greater detail than we can today. The book lists for $21.99, but it’s available to you today for $12.00. 

11. Through extensive worldwide research Christian Schwarz identified 8 universal, interdependent church health principles characteristic of healthy, growing churches wherever they’re found.

12. Let me briefly define the essence of each:
a. Holistic small groups


e. Inspiring worship service
b. Empowering leadership


f. Need-oriented evangelism
c. Loving relationships


g. Gift-oriented ministry
d. Passionate spirituality


h. Effective structures
13. Together these factors determine the atmosphere in your church. That atmosphere fosters or hinders fruitfulness. Schwarz believes we can’t make the church grow (that’s not the same thing as increasing attendance), but we can provide an atmosphere conducive to growth. 

14. The consistent application of six natural principles (Schwarz calls them growth forces; I call them Wisdom Principles) will help maximize the number and spiritual health of disciples while minimizing the expenditure of time, money, and energy.

15. In Chapter 9 of my book, titled God’s Wisdom Principles, I explain how you can use mutual dependence, multiplication, resource harnessing, self-perpetuation, mutual cooperation and fruitfulness to get maximum spiritual fruit from your God-given resources. Let me warn you that it’ll be a challenge to understand and apply these principles, but the reward is well worth the effort.
16. These six principles have revolutionized the way I think and make decisions. 
17. If you consistently apply them in your personal and church decision-making, I guarantee you’ll make consistently better decisions. They alone are worth the price of the book.

18. Discipleship is a long change process in the same direction (becoming like Jesus). Individuals and churches naturally resist change. Chapter 10, Bringing Change to Church, addresses how to introduce change in a way that’ll maximize the probability it‘ll be accepted. 

19. Now let’s return to developing a discipleship plan. 

20. Why is that important? Many churches aren’t organized to do disciple-making effectively. It’s as if they expect attending the worship service, Sunday school and perhaps prayer meeting to transport Christians to spiritual maturity. It’s not working. That’s like relying on watching baseball games alone to make one a better baseball player. We can’t preach people to spiritual maturity any more than a physical trainer can lecture them to physical fitness. We need a system that encourages activity and accountability rather than passivity and independence. Transformation requires personal involvement.
21. Many churches have a very incomplete disciple-making plan and put all their eggs in the Sunday school basket.
22. Sunday school could be an effective disciple-making vehicle, but it usually isn’t. Many classes have no vision, mission, goals or strategies. The engine is gone from the Sunday school van, and the class members sitting in it don’t seem to notice.
23. We need effective organization to accomplish a task as big as disciple-making.
24. A disciple-making plan is a step-by-step path persons can follow toward increasing spiritual maturity, ministry and leadership. I wouldn’t dream of driving to an unfamiliar destination without first consulting a map to locate it and plot a course to get there. Churches need a clear understanding of their intended disciple-making destination and a map to get there.
25. Dependence on God is essential to disciple-making success (John 15:5).  So is a disciple-making system. We need God’s wisdom to establish it. When I was in high school, our boys’ basketball team won more than 50 consecutive league games. Their success was built around pressure defense. Players came and went, but year after year, using that system, they continued to excel.  The system is more important to success than the individuals who operate it. That’s why outstanding high school football coaches develop championship teams wherever they coach. Their system is more effective than the systems of less successful coaches. If you develop an integrated system to make more and better disciples in your church, many resources can help you achieve your objective. The plan or the system you develop is more important than its component people and resources. Yes, you need spiritually mature leaders to administer it, but you also need a system to develop spiritually mature leaders. That is precisely what many churches don’t have.
26. When churches are struggling, they often blame their pastor and think replacing her will fix their problems. The underlying issue is often that the church has no effective, comprehensive, practical plan to make more and better disciples. It isn’t organized for success and a new pastor might attract more people by force of personality, but the church will be no more effective in carrying out the Great Commission than it was under the previous pastor. 

27. I include evangelism in the disciple-making task. To make disciples of all nations, we need to first lead persons to faith in Jesus Christ. People can’t and won’t follow Jesus unless they first believe in and receive him. 

28. The goal is to have an unbroken, well-marked, paved path that disciples can easily follow. You can explain this path from the pulpit, in newsletters, in a new members’ class or some other venue. It must be communicated often and well. Following this plan must become the expected norm in the church.
29. You have a copy of an overview of the disciple-making track. This is a guide to assist developing your own disciple-making plan.

30. The path consists of :
a. Pre-evangelism strategies – Christian Schwarz identified need-oriented evangelism as the most effective evangelism all around the world. This involves building bridges to those outside the church by meeting their needs. This practical demonstration of love builds trust which is essential for effective evangelism. Develop a plan to explore needs in your church’s community and identify the ones you’ll focus on meeting. See p. 131 of my book. Need-meeting ministries done well give your church a good reputation in your community.
b. Evangelism strategies – Help persons cross the line of commitment to Christ. Decide what ministries your church will use to invite persons to receive and follow Jesus Christ, and then organize and evaluate them to maximize their effectiveness. Offer regular evangelism training to equip persons to share their personal testimony and the gospel. I wrote Gone Fishin’ to provide a quarter of evangelism training for small groups ($4.00 each). It focuses on how to be a witness at work. Identify those in the congregation with the gift of evangelism, and set them free from other church responsibilities to use their gift. Consider doing evangelistic studies with home groups. I wrote The Ultimate Connection for that purpose ($3.00 each).  Refer to Chapter 6, Healthy Evangelism in my book for other suggestions when you’re developing evangelism strategies. Evaluate the fruit of your various ministries, and refine them to make them more fruitful. Prune away unfruitful ministries. They’re wasting your church’s resources. For details, see p. 216 ff in my book under “Fruitfulness.”
c. Assimilation strategies – Incorporate new persons and new believers into the life of the church. Perhaps 80-90 percent of those who make a public commitment to follow Christ in a church aren’t attending that church a year later. Frequently, no intentional effort is made to incorporate new believers into the fellowship. Organize a follow-up program for visitors and new believers. I wrote Running to Win to serve as an immediate follow-up tool for brand new believers ($1.50 each). That follow-up should occur within 24 hours of their commitment to follow Christ. Develop strategies to pray for new believers, to assign a spiritual mother or father to each for a year, to enfold them into small groups, and to plug them into an appropriate ministry. All these are Velcro factors that will bind them to the fellowship of the church. I wrote Preparing to Be the Church to provide a quarter’s worth of material for Churches of God new members’ classes ($4.00 each). Other denominations could use it with some modification.
d. Spiritual growth strategies – Help persons grow in grace and the knowledge of Christ with a focus more on transformation than information. I wrote The Running to Win Series to help ground new believers in the basics of the faith. The series includes four books with eight lessons in each, Scriptures to memorize, and a Devotional Journal that is part of Book 1 ($15.00 for the set of four).  If you meet weekly, the series provides about a year’s worth of material if you work through the lessons together in class. You won’t finish a lesson every week, but that’s OK. If lessons are completed before class, you’ll be done in about eight months. Every meeting, allot time for all members of the group to share what God has taught them from his word during the previous week. This accountability encourages each one to become a spiritual self-feeder. Design these spiritual growth groups to minister to the needs of the whole person. For suggestions, see Chapter 1, Healthy Small Groups , in my book.
e. Ministry mobilization strategies – Plug persons into ministries in the church based on their spiritual passion, spiritual gifts, temperament, and life experiences. Your church should have one or more ministry matchmaker who knows your ministries and also those to be placed in ministry. I wrote Finding Significance in the Church as a tool for ministry placement ($2.00 each). It will help matchmakers get to know the persons who desire ministry placement. Develop job descriptions for all your ministries to facilitate placing persons in appropriate ministries. For guidance refer to Chapter 7 in my book, Healthy Ministry. 
f. Leadership development strategies – Develop persons capable of leading present and future church ministries. To train leaders, maintain a balance among mentoring, lecturing and modeling to address character, knowledge and skills, respectively. Hold leadership training classes monthly. Refer to “Build Your Leadership Base” on p. 42ff. in my book. Among other material, you could use Learning to Lead, a book I wrote to help equip leaders ($5.00 each).
g. Leadership mobilization strategies – Mobilize leaders to sustain and lead every part of your disciple-making system. Follow the same process you used for ministry mobilization.
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