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Discipleship Training

Puzzle of Perplexity

In recent years, many Chinese have accepted the Lord.  At the conferences, many invited seekers raised their hands to receive the Lord.  Yet, after the initial inspiration is the disappointing state of these people:  they come to church once or twice afterwards, then they gradually disappear from the scene.  

The Lord Jesus uses the parable of the sower and the seed to speak of the work of the gospel.  The seed is sown on different kinds of soil:  those fall beside the road, people trample on them, and the birds of the air eat them up; those fall on the rocky places, because they have no root, they spring up and immediately they wither away; then those fall among the thorns, the thorns come up and choke them out; finally, there are those fall on the good soil and they yield a crop, some a hundredfold (Luke 8:4-15).   

In the work of the gospel, we hope to see those that bear fruit.  The most saddening is the first two kinds: those fall on the rocky places.  They hear the Word, joyfully accept it, but because there is no root, they wither away.  This is temporary belief.  The many who raise their hand belongs to this category.  The third kind is the one who truly has received the Lord, but because of the cares of this life, they do not grow or bear fruit.  Though they come to worship, but their heart is not there.  They often complain and even cause strife.


Reason: Care for One and Lose the Other

Why such phenomenon in the new believers?  It has to do with “the soil”.  But the preachers of the gospel need to realize too that they need to improve the method of sharing the gospel.   The Great Commission the apostles received in Matthew 28:19-20 says that not only do they have to preach the gospel to the nations and baptize them, they also have to teach them what the Lord taught them and observe all that the Lord commanded.  The sad thing we see today is that we preach the gospel, we lead them to receive the Lord,  but then we leave them alone afterwards.  We don’t teach them the way of the Lord.   We give birth but we do not nurture them.  So the new believers never grow up in the Lord.  They are spiritual babes.  So many of the new believers have come and gone.   [come in the front door and gone through the back].

There was one seeker who received the Lord at a gospel meeting.  He came to church a few times then disappeared.  After quite awhile, he came to church limping.  What happened was he hurt himself in a bike accident.  He thought of God then so he came back to church.  The brothers and sisters were joyful to see them.  But after a few weeks, when he was healed in his legs, he was gone again.   

The Knot of Symptomatic Discipleship Training

In fact, we all understand the importance of discipling new believers, but we don’t all have the right/effective methods.  The most common we see is we invite the new believers to the worship meeting and there they are edified through hearing the word.  However, their growth is limited.  For one, hearing the word is one-way communication.  The hearer is passive.  There is a lack of two-way communication.  The result is relatively weak still.  And two, the topic of the sermon is not always directed to the new believers.   I, the writer, know of responsible person in a church.  He was burdened to have the gospel shared.  Though the church was small, they invited many gifted speakers to share at their gospel campaigns.  At these meetings, many people raised their hand to receive the Lord.  The brothers and sisters were all joyful, but sooner or later, the new ones were no longer coming.  For many years, the church had not grown in number.   It was the same people who serve for years.  They were exhausted.  

Besides the worship meetings, some churches arrange to have New Believers Class.  They create and choose topics catered to these people to compensate the lack of hearing the worship sermons only.   However, this is still just one-way communication.  There is still need to minister to people individually.  Therefore, the most effective method of nurturing the new believers is discipleship training.  
Fellowship of the Spirit and heart?

The difference between Sunday School and discipleship training is that the latter emphasizes the two-way communication and practical application of the Word.  The goals for new believers are to form the habit of having devotions (time) daily, to understand the key to living the Christian life, and to apply the truths of the Bible in their lives.   They are to be encouraged to attend the worship and fellowship meetings or activities, to stay in touch with other brothers and sisters, to receive care and love of others and thus they will have a sense of belonging in the church.
Discipleship training can be led by one person.  He may lead a small group and edify several at the same time.  They can be inspired through group discussion and sharing.  The only shortcoming with a small group is that there may be one or two who is not willing to share what is really in their heart in a group setting.  The most ideal situation is one-on-one.  The new believer is likely willing to share what is on his heart and the leader will be able then to direct him in a more specific way.  Another benefit of having one-on-one setting is that more people can be involved in discipleship training.  It is always in the serving of others that one is built up himself.  

Discipleship training has a few characteristics.  The way I lead takes 11 sessions.  Ten of which will be on special topics and one examination.  The entire training takes three months.  So it is not a very long time commitment for the new believers.  The ten topics:  1) how to pray, 2) Life and the Word (reading the word), 3) Baptism,  4) Assurance of salvation, 5) Overcoming / Victorious Life, 6) Knowing/Understanding God’s will, 7)  Church Life,  8) Good and faithful Servant, 9) Preaching the Gospel, 10) Life of Vision  (Vision in a life).  Besides the training sessions, the learners needs to have daily devotion, read the supplementary material, give short answers to questions, and mermorize one vesre.  
Each session takes about hour and a half.  The content of the topic generally will not take more than 45 minutes.  The other half of the time is sharing.  First, sing a song as worship (5 minutes); recite the memorized verse (10 min), review last week’s topic and reading (10 min), share what each learned through the devotion time (15 min).  Then, teach the topic of the day.  Focus on the sharing, that is, let the new believer actively participate.  Use your own life’s experiences/examples.   The emphasis is not on the content so much but to sketch a big picture to inspire the new believer to learn and discover for himself.  Afterwards, read the supplementary material.  The last 5 minutes spend on praying for each other.

Key: Changed Life
Effective discipleship training does not lie in the selection of a curriculum material.  Rather the key is whether the discipler and the disciple’s lives are changed.  The disciple must a F.A.T. person.  F stands for faithful.  He must be willing to participate and do all the homework assignment.  A stands for available.  Some are willing to learn but because of busy-ness they are not able to complete the assignment.  It is better then to wait for another time when they are not as busy.  T stands for teachable.   The disciple has to be willing to listen and to learn.  If a new believer does not possess these qualities, and he reluctantly goes through the lessons, the result will be disappointing.  
There was one brother who was very eager to lead a new believer through the discipleship training.  They agreed to meet at the new believer’s house.  One time, the brother came to the house on time only to find a note that says, “Got something to do.  Will meet another time.”  And this was not the only time with the same kind of note.  The brother tactfully and courteously told the new believer to stop the meeting and wait for a more suitable time.  He made the right decision.  If the new believer does not have the desire to learn and does not do his homework, it is useless for him to gain a little more knowledge because his life is not changed.   
The attitude of the discipler is extremely important in the process of discipleship training.  The discipler must take time to pray for the one being discipled, he must ask the Holy Spirit to help the new believer through him.  The discipler should not change their meeting time as he pleases, and he must be punctual.  He has to be a good example.  The key in discipleship is to change a life through a changed life.  In his preparation, the discipler must examine himself and reflect on his successes and failures and see what he has learned from these experiences.  He needs to be open with the new believer.   The new believer will see that what the discipler teaches is not some kind of doctrine and law, but it is a living reality.  Then he will be inspired to learn more.
We all know that no one leader is perfect.  So, we do not need to pretend that we can do all things.  We can humbly share our weaknesses with the new believer.   We want to win their heart to the Lord.  One sister was very effective in her discipleship.  She helped many new ones.  She would arrive at least 5 minutes earlier and just stand outside the house to pray for their time together.   She would share her own struggles first.  The new belivers are encouraged and voluntarily share their stories.  She knows exactly how to reach out to the new ones.  She uses her own life example to get a change in the lives of the ones she disciples.  Thus, they are being built up together.
Pass on the Butane
The relationship between the discipler and the disciple has not ended at the completion of discipleship training.  The former needs to regularly take time to meet with the latter to fellowship and to pray together.  The discipler also needs to find opportunities for the disciple to be involved in ministering to others, learn to lead a Bible Study, and work together with others in a fellowship.   Usually, I would take the disciple to visit non-believers.  There they can experience the power of the Holy Spirit, especially when someone receives the Lord.  Then the newly discipled can take someone else through the discipleship training.  We can work together and support each other to help the brand new believer.  Gradually the disciple is going to mature and grow up in the Lord.  

Several years ago, I led a couple to receive the Lord.  Afterwards, I encouraged them to go through the discipleship training.   The husband declined.   After a period of time, I brought up the subject again.  They saw I was too zealous so they agreed.  We met once a week at their home.  The couple was getting more and more interested and thought it very helpful to their spiritual growth.  They regretted that we did not meet earlier.

After the training, the couple went with me to visit some non-believers.  Quite a few came to the Lord.  I encouraged them to lead a small group through the discipleship training and that I would support them in the background.  They reviewed their notes from our time together, and shared their own life experiences with the new believers.  They saw the lives of the new believers being changed before their eyes.  They were so encouraged that they wished for another practicum opportunity.   

The couple realized they learned the most when they led others through the training, not when they were being trained.  When they had to lead others, they had to think through all the details and made sure they have learned and are applying the Biblical truths in their own lives so they can share their life experiences with the group members.  And at the same time, they had to be praying for the Spirit’s enabling so the lives of the members would grow.  Now, both the husband and the wife have completed a PhD and a master’s degree, respectively.  The husband is an instructor at a university. He leads a student’s Bible Study and trains the students there.  

Therefore, the effect of discipleship training is powerful.  This is not accomplished through sharing the gospel only.  When you lead a person to receive the Lord, what follows must be a discipleship training.  When the new believer’s life thrives, he would want to share the gospel with others.  Then he would take other new believers through the discipleship training.  As we go through this cycle, the disciples are being multiplied.  Then, we are accomplishing the goal of going into all the world and preach the gospel. 

 Praise the Lord!  Today, many Chinese have experienced His grace.  Many more thirst after the gospel.   Whenever we lead people to the Lord, we need to take a step further, that is, we need to help them grow in the Lord.  Discipleship training is one of the most effective methods.  Let us pass on the butane through the generations.  Let a changed life change life.  Let us respond to the Great Commission to glory the Lord God!     
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