Get a Solid Start

Be sure to get a Good Start!

“In the beginning…”


Most all things have a beginning place. Sometimes it is a thought, an experience or maybe a moving from within that we just can’t escape. Whatever it is we move from there. Sometimes we move with a lasting determination that overcomes the resistance and obstacles we face. Other starts begin strong with conviction and passion but sometime there after we lose our zeal and forward progress. Many great efforts were abandoned due to poor planning and low determination. As I reflect on my own experience in growing as a disciple and the observations made from others as well as my formal education allow me to share some of these with you. Your start is important. If you are careful to realistically pace yourself, anticipate difficulties, plan ahead and clearly understand what lies ahead, failure will be minimized. So here are a few helps in better understanding what lies ahead for the learner disciple and the leader disciple. I hope it will help guide you to a successful parenting experience.


Let’s start with a realistic understand of just what a beginning disciple is. As revealed in 1 Corinthians 3:1-4 they are spiritual babies.

“I gave you milk, not solid food, for you were not yet ready for it. Indeed, you are still not ready. You are still worldly. For since there is jealousy and quarreling among you, are you not worldly? Are you not acting like mere men? For when one says, "I follow Paul," and another, "I follow Apollos," are you not mere men? (NIV) (Bold and Italics added)


Does Paul’s description of an infant Christian surprise you? The truth is that someone undeveloped in being Christ’s disciple is spiritually the same as a physically newborn baby. We are all familiar with babies. They are literally helpless as human beings. Yet they demand what they want when they want it. They expect you to know what they want even though they cannot talk to you. They display unbridled emotions and “control issues” when something is denied them or when playing with other infants. Need I continue?


You get the point. Spiritual infants are just as demanding, unrestrained and self-centered as physical infants. The problem at Corinth was that the church members were saved but not discipled. As a result they lived by selfish ambitions, impulse, social patterns, cultural norms, etc. You need not look far to see the same problem in our present day churches. Paul called the infant Christians to grow-up and start living like a Christ-like person. That however takes discipline and a transformed mind, Romans 12:1-2. But remember Christ has left us guidance so we can know how a grown-up Christian lives. Jesus Himself modeled the “spiritual” life for us. The first disciples and others recorded Jesus’ teachings for us. Paul, Peter, John and others gave us divinely inspired advice and directions on how to live God’s way in our world. So as many have demonstrated, we can take the New Testament and guide ourselves into becoming a genuine mature disciple as Christ intended us to become.


Well, almost by ourselves! We must not overlook the absolute essential work of the Holy Spirit. Were it not for His work we would not have turned to Christ in the first place. Without Him we would be left without a guilt over sin. Without Him we would not have the inner tugging to do what we know is right though not self-gratifying. So we have the tools but without the Holy Spirit we will have neither the will nor the perseverance to become the disciple Christ wants us to be.


Therefore, stop and adjust your expectations. If you don’t intend to change stinky diapers, warm milk in the wee hours of the morning, rock a sleepless baby to sleep and tolerate their demanding and stressful presence, don’t have a baby! The same is true of nurturing a spiritual child. Anticipate occasional colic. Accept the need to breakdown the Bible’s teaching into tiny bite-size bits. Accept those annoying and bothersome habits and attitudes as part of growing-up. Plan to give great amounts of encouragement and even a spanking once in a while to keep the infant in the right direction. So don’t expect the perfect child. Actually don’t expect a good child, they are rare. Your job as the leading disciple is to take a spiritual infant and lead it in becoming the mature adult only God can make of it. Rest in that reality, we lead but only God has the power to change!


With all that discouraging information given then, “What is the focus of spiritual infancy?” Much the same as physical infancy! We the “spiritual” invest great amounts of patience, encouragement and assurances to assist the natural growth process to occur. There are two great realities that we mustn’t forget. First remember that growth is a God instilled natural process. Since your learner disciple is an adolescent or adult, infancy should be short lived. They have already acquired important manners and foundational knowledge about living. The natural desire to learn and experience does wonders to push them further down the pathway toward spiritual adulthood. You can hold before them the proverbial “carrot” that will entice them to move forward. Help them explore the Christ-like ways of living. Let them see in your life the rich rewards of walking through life in submission and obedience to Christ. Point out your changes as you discovered what Jesus taught and you committed yourself to follow. Growth is natural. What is unnatural is remaining in infancy.


Second is the power of prayer. If you are a spiritual adult you have already experienced the power of prayer. I am not just talking about how we use prayer to change situations around us. That is certainly important. As a leading disciple it is essential to pray for your spiritual child. Jesus made it clear, the Apostles confirmed it and it is seen from Genesis to Revelations. God does listen to our prayers and we must continually intercede for our spiritual child. As you pray for the hurdles faced, struggles in discipline, corrupt influences and infant thinking you will see the power of God doing an unseen work that is made visible in the changed life.


Prayer is also important for you the leader disciple. As you have been taught prayer is a calming and reuniting time with God. To worship Him and humble yourself before Him in prayer is a source of comfort and security. You will go through many times of frustration from not knowing what is hindering the growth or what is needed to get a spiritual reality across to the learning disciple. Often you will return to the “Sweet Hour of Prayer” to find God’s peace and remember it is God doing the work and you are but an instrument He is using. Don’t let Satan discourage you by giving you the weight of changing your spiritual child. That is God’s responsibility. You are to first remain a healthy parent and trust God to work through you to guide His child in maturing.

The focus is simply to be a loving parent who walks with the infant as they move into childhood. You lovingly create an environment and respond to the difficulties faced in natural development. You carefully choose the food eaten, the encouragement given and the safe and warm environment that promotes growth. The Introduction section of this journey is designed to lay the foundation for discipleship. This is the nursery. The 

spiritual child must be taught to eat, rest in God’s care, avoid “mere men” or women ways as well as recognize the family members and the family’s way of living. Modeling is greatly important. One of the lessons taught in my formal education was, “We learn from what we see, but we become what others expect us to be!” We the leading disciple must demonstrate by our actions and conversation what a disciple is. We must also set in place foundational expectations, solid and grounded in the Scriptures, to guide Christ’s child in his/her development.


“Fragile, handle with care!” In may be stamped on a package or spoken when handling something delicate or precious. We all know that an infant is to be handled carefully. With great tenderness and even fear we hold our infant. As the infant grows we continue to hold it with extra care. We speak gently to it and are quick to respond to its discomforts. Being adults we sometimes forget to do the same with spiritual infants. Too often we are aggravated with their demands or “childish” ways and respond harshly. We see an adult but forget that they are only infants. I encourage you to establish a mindset of being delicate with the young and growing. After all the New Testament talks much about love, forgiveness and compassion towards others. You may find yourself having to comfort your learning disciple as he/she feels the harsh rebukes of the “spiritual saints.”


This manual is not assumed or intended to be all there is to following Christ. It is designed to be the backbone of your spiritual skeletal system. When this journey is completed the learning disciple should, as a physical adult, be able to live with a spiritual independence. By that I mean able to feed on God’s Word daily, pray consistently in a fellowship and interceding manner, discern how to live in harmony with Christ and to be disciplined daily in living as the Scriptures tell us. From here on there will be many discoveries and special experiences in increasing our fellowship with and devotion to Christ. With that in mind let me encourage you to recognize that Parental Disciple Makers is like a High School education. There will be much more to learn, much more to pursue and accomplish. But once embracing these thirteen commitments you will have the patterns and tools for continuing into the assignment Christ has for you.


As emphasized throughout this journey, the Bible is our standard and guide. However, there are many denominational flavors and varieties in which to worship and participate. When your flavor or variety causes conflict with what your Biblical convictions are then like the Protestant Reformation leaders stand on the Scriptures. Look carefully at your denomination’s teachings as well as its interpretations. I do not believe there is any right one but various expressions, all with their own flaws. The disciple is to study God’s Word and live by their convictions, which have been carefully forged on the anvil of Bible study and prayer.


As you and your learning disciple grows beyond the scope of this journey look to your denominational resources for help. From publications to wise leaders we can learn insights and wise guidance in our chosen flavor of Christ’s Church. Your denomination will probably have various studies that assist you in following Christ. Its history may be enlightening and challenging to consider. Get to know your denominational family and look for more resources to answer your questions.


As your interest expands you will find a wealth of resources from para-church groups. Para is from the Greek language and means “along side.” Many organizations stand along side the various denominations to encourage Biblical spiritual growth. Some have a specific focus and others have more general efforts. I developed as a disciple with a heavy influence from the Navigators. Their studies on discipleship greatly helped me grasp the Scriptures and structure my walk with Christ. Campus Crusade for Christ also gave much needed encouragement and guidance. Attending their weekly worship time at a local University helped balance my academic education and my spiritual growth. That was in the mid seventies. Since then many churches have developed studies and made them available to the public. Also many individuals have a vast variety of study topics and materials. Christian Book Distributors, Amazon, Lifeway and others have an endless list of studies and Bible study aids.


However that will come later. It just may be that a short-term diversion may be needed to consider special concerns or problem areas. As stated earlier our objective is to grow by making a series of commitments to Christ. So if a hurdle is blocking the commitment then take time to do what is necessary to jump over it. If not, hold steady to the course laid before you. I will produce a harvest of joy and growth if followed.


Let me share a few thoughts about how you parent your learning disciple. God created us to be conversational beings. Often the worse punishment or torture given is isolation. It appears we have a natural sense of being part of a community. We talk and share experiences and ideas with one another. I find that in my life it is a great help to talk out my concepts and convictions with a trusted spiritual companion. As I voice what is occurring in my heart and mind I better picture what I am feeling and thinking. So make conversation a priority. Not just deep spiritual insights, but talk about life, struggles, dreams and ambitions. Even Jesus modeled for us a conversational importance to ministering.


Modeling doesn’t really need to be said, for that matter all of these should just naturally be understood. However, I want to remind you of the importance of each of these ways of parenting. We know our children learn more from watching than from what we have instructed them. We see it humorously in the little children who imitate a parent’s actions or sayings. We see it painfully in our adolescent and adult children who continue bad family traits. Don’t underestimate the significance of our visible and verbal example to your learning disciple. It may not show up quickly but if there is respect for your spiritual relationship, your learning disciple will adapt much of their actions and attitudes to your example. Remember, “We become what others expect us to be!” Show your learning disciple an example of what Christ expects us to be.


Another role of parenting is redirecting. It is the place of the mature to recognize harmful and negative patterns and redirect the immature toward the positive. Whether corporal, verbal, or restrictive measures the intent is the same. We are trying to guide our children into more positive and constructive patterns of living. So too the spiritual! The leading disciple must work hard and pray sincerely for God to remove negative patterns and attitudes from you before your learner disciple begins to imitate them. As you notice the negative, sinful, contrary to Scripture ways you must initiate the redirecting to the Scriptural way. Unlike physical parents certain disciplinary measures are not to be used. But the power of a loving confrontation goes a long way in redirecting someone. We are to basically lead the learning disciple to see how the Bible tells us to live differently and that God wants us to imitate Christ in our living. Seldom does harsh condemning get positive results. Another principle from my formal education is, “People will usually respond to us in the same way we address them.” Don’t be discouraged if one conversation doesn’t result in great changes. This is a journey and we have all the time in the world that God gives us. God is working on us all our lives.


Yes, God is working! Learn a lesson from the New Testament evangelist. We are to share the “good news.” Ours is not to force or manipulate change, not even conversion. We are to share the light we have been given by God. Too often we forget that we are doing a spiritual work. When the spiritual person surrenders more to Christ the physical and verbal ways of living change to reflect it. So remember to focus where the real change is needed, in the heart or spiritual dimension. And, as mentioned earlier, remember that God used His Word to enlighten us, His Spirit to convict us and His love to draw us closer in fellowship with Him. You are not changing anyone. Instead you are revealing to them the truth and encouraging them to join you in more accurately following Christ.


Encouragement is of great importance. I am reminded of an illustration I have never forgotten. It is about a frog that fell into a deep hole by mistake. His community saw what happened and gathered around the pit to morn his lose. The frog decided the only way to get out was to jump but it seemed impossible. Noticing the crowd at the mouth of the pit he assumed they were encouraging him to do it. So he began jumping. A little more and a little more height was gained on each jump. With the crowd shouting, though he couldn’t understand them, and with their waving of their hands he knew they thought he could do it. So with one final exertion of all the strength he could muster he landed at the mouth of the pit in exhaustion. It was then that he learned the truth. They were shouting to him that his efforts were useless. They were waving to tell him to just stop and accept his sad fate. But there he was after accomplishing the impossible.


As spiritual parents it is our role to encourage not bid farewell. Ours is to cheer someone on to unimagined achievements. Too often the spiritual community stands at the mouth of the pit feeling sad for someone’s failure. Spiritual parent remember the frog that though misunderstanding the intensions of the crowd above him shows us that the power of encouragement can lead others to do more that we believed they could. All because of the amazing work of God and our encouragement.


My last thoughts about getting a good start focus on our growth expectations. Like watching a flower seed germinate, sprout, grow foliage and finally bloom, observing growth in a learner disciple can take time. As the outline given for this journey shows, the natural phases of growth are seen spiritually as well. I have spoken much about infancy but note the steps of growth in your own life physically and spiritually. Like the toddler and early childhood years we began to explore and try out things seen around us. Like older children we begin thinking more and even planning things attempted in life. Like adolescents we began testing and seeking independence and a separate sense of personal identity from our assuming past. Then as young adults we run after dreams for life and a new time of becoming responsible and careful. And then as middle and older adults we become established, confident and stable in our pattern of living.


Our spiritual growth shows the same progression. It might be interesting to reflect upon your spiritual activities and attitudes and compare them to the physical phases of growth. We may find that our real growth level is much behind our believed to be level. Celebrate the growth moments with your learning disciple. Be careful to evaluate their spiritual place on the developmental chart. Then encourage their moving toward maturity.


Also, be aware that we develop in strands of our life and not the whole. This can be confusing but try to recognize that one area of weakness is not an indicator of the whole of yours or their life. As a nylon rope has many strands so is our life. It is true that God’s transformation permeates the whole of life. It is also true that not all transform at the same pace. We have an interesting way of being spiritual in one area of life, say our family, and yet section off our work from the same spiritual principles. This is not what God desires and you can be sure He is working to reveal that to each disciple. Be slow to condemn a shortcoming in one area and pronounce a general failure in all of living. Show encouragement by affirming the growth in other areas and seeking to include the “blind areas” in that same growth. Our human nature is an amazing part of our identity. Don’t try to understand it and control it, trust the Creator to work in it as we look to Christ.


My final thought can be expressed in an old cliché, “If it don’t fit, don’t force it!” As a pastor I ran the gamut or leadership styles. The CEO, drill sergeant, team coach, supervisor and more. I went from one to the other trying to find a method for getting the church body to go where I thought they needed to be. What I discovered is people are energized in many different ways. There is no one way to motivate everyone. A good leader learns what motivates his follower and he uses it to its fullest potential. Learn how to motivate your learning disciple. Don’t make the fatal assumption that because it motivates you it will motivate them. If it don’t fit, look for what does!


Also you will find that your way of living out your spiritual commitments my be burdensome and laborious to someone else. I get up rather early. It just fits my life rhythm. As I have worked with my learning disciples I found that some of them cannot read until Noon. Well not really, but you get my point. Some want to get along in the quiet of the evening to read the Bible and pray. Some have found their rhythmic place at a routine time in their day. It would be wrong of me to insist that the early morning is the only time to exercise your spiritual disciplines. In another area I find Scripture memorization a burdensome chore. I work on it from time to time knowing its great importance. Yet I find that my zeal soon fizzles and after a long time of abandoning it I once more try to reestablish the spiritual discipline. I marvel at those who can quote verses with ease and on most any subject. I once heard a college professor quote an entire letter of Paul. But, it just doesn’t fit me. I have learned to use study helps to locate verses and challenge myself to at least memorize some of the really important ones.


As you work with your learning disciple you discover significant differences in your spiritual character. Enjoy the personal differences. Remember God created us to live life with many colors and much variety. Paul’s image of the church as the body of Christ can help us grasp that we all have a place but there in no one place where all must fit.
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