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Session One: The necessity
and basic principles of

discipling

The importance of discipling

The Lord Jesus left the church with a parting mission: to make disciples of all nations

(Matt. 28:18-20). The verse goes to describe what the process of making discipleship is

essentially about: teaching people to obey everything Christ has commanded (vs 20). A

disciple of the Lord Jesus therefore is a person who strives to follow Christ, obey Him and

become more like Him. This passage also indicates that it is the responsibility of the church

(which is made up of all believers) to make disciples. That is, you and I. We all therefore

have a twofold duty:

i. To seek to become better disciples ourselves.

ii. To seek to help other believers to become better disciples.

Discipling is the term we give to this second duty of helping other believers to become

better disciples. This second duty includes:

encouraging someone who is already growing to strive for greater obedience and

sanctification (i.e. there does not always have a to be a great sin in someone’s life

to disciple them).

Helping people deal with a particular sin (or sins) that is hindering their

obedience and growth.
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The Bible describes the various ways we are to relate to other believers. These descriptions

are most often found in the “one another” passages of the New Testament. For example, we

are to:

Be kindly affectionate to one another (Rom. 12:10)

Love one another (Rom. 13:8)

Not judge another (Rom. 14:13)

Edify (or build up) one another (Rom. 14:19)

etc

A few of these “one another” passages speak directly to the task of discipleship:

Admonish one another (Rom. 15:14): this means gently correcting, warning,

instructing and counselling one another in order to become more holy.

Care for one another (1 Cor. 12:25): when others go through trials, hardships

and difficulties.

Bear burdens of one another (Gal 6:2): help others who are experiencing

hardships and trials.

Edify and comfort one another (1 Thes. 5:1): to edify someone means to build

them up and strengthen them in their faith.

Stir one another up to good works (Heb. 10:24).

It is important to note that the process of discipleship includes especially giving

instruction and counsel. There is therefore a close link between counselling and discipling.

They are very similar in terms of:

the process of identifying sins and helping someone to change.

the use of Scripture to instruct, correct and encourage someone.

They are slightly different in that discipling is:

less formal: more friendship based and drawing alongside another person.

the duty of all believers: often counselling is seen as a specialist skill that not

everyone has (but this is a perception that is not necessarily correct).
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Why do believers need discipling?

The need for discipling can arise from various sources:

Spiritual immaturity: the believer starts out as a young believer and needs to

learn and grow.

Sin: old patterns of thinking and behaviour need to be put off. New, godly

patterns need to be put on (Eph. 4:20-24).

Temptations that need to be overcome.

Trials, hardship and suffering: believers need to be helped, strengthened and

encourage to persevere in the faith and not give up.

We must approach the subject of discipling from a biblical world view, and always bring

Scripture to bear on any issue we are dealing with. We experience difficulties that require

discipling from two main sources:

i. Our sinful nature: We have a sinful nature that is opposed to God and holiness

(Rom. 8:7; Gal. 5:19-21). This sinful nature causes us to think and act in sinful

ways, which brings negative consequences.

ii. The sin-cursed world around us: The earth and everything in it is cursed by sin,

and so we have pain and difficulties from external sources, such as other people’s

sinful actions and natural disasters that impact on our lives and cause us distress.

Our physical bodies are also subject to disease and decay.

The above two sources obviously impact on each other. For example, as we experience

pain and suffering from trials or difficulties, we can respond to them in sinful ways,

leading to further negative consequences.

This means that secular psychology, which does not have a biblical worldview nor

acknowledges the massive impact that sin has had on us and our environment, can never

bring lasting change, comfort and help.
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The Basic Principles of Discipling

Our single greatest need

The Bible indicates that our single greatest need is to be reconciled to God through Christ.

We will never find true joy and peace in our lives until this happens. This means that one

of the first things we need to establish in discipling is whether the person is a true Chris‐
tian or not. We can never just assume that people attending church or even going to home‐
groups are truly saved. If they are not, one of the first tasks is to use the gospel to show

people their need for forgiveness from sin and reconciliation with God through Jesus

Christ. Even when discipling true believers, they have often not applied the gospel to their

various situations. Hence the gospel invariably plays a major role in discipling.

How do we function emotionally as people created in God’s image?

God has made us to be rational beings, with minds, emotions and a will to act. It is critical

to understand that the Bible indicates the following general process:

This means that when discipling someone we can never solely deal with emotions or

even behaviours. We must get down to what people are thinking if we are going to help

them enjoy lasting change in their lives (Rom. 12:1-2). Discipling that is directed primarily

towards feelings and emotions is not going to be effective. We cannot necessarily change

our feelings at will. It is only as our thinking is renewed, leading to changed behaviour, that

our feelings can effectively be changed. The focus of discipling is therefore godly thinking

leading to godly behaviour. The feelings should then follow.

How does biblical change take place?

Biblical change always starts with repentance and confession of sin. Repentance actually

means a change of mind about something. From a biblical point of view, repentance means

having a change of mind about God, ourselves and this world. We receive and accept God’s

revelation in Scripture and forsake our own ideas and views about everything.

•  •  •
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The following process is important for change:

Summary: The biblical process of spiritual change

The general process of discipling to help someone grow in Christ and overcome besetting

sins includes the following steps:
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Session two: The tools
and resources for

discipling

The Scriptures

The Scriptures are inspired, and completely sufficient for the task of changing lives.

16 All Scripture is inspired by God and beneficial for teaching, for rebuke, for correction, for training

in righteousness; 17 so that the man or woman of God may be fully capable, equipped for every good

work. (2 Tim. 3:16-17, emphasis mine)

The whole Bible is to be brought to bear on the task of discipling, but generally speaking:

The Promises give hope, which is essential in discipling.

The Law exposes sin.

The Proverbs give wisdom for living that pleases God.

The Epistles give teaching to renew minds and change attitudes.

It is therefore critical for the discipler to know the Bible. The more skilled you are in

the Word, the more effective you will be as a discipler of others.
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The Holy Spirit

At the end of the day, we cannot change people – only God can. The Holy Spirit works

through the Scriptures to change lives.

If people are not true Christians, they need the new birth to change their hearts

and open their minds. This new birth sets them free from slavery to sin (Rom.

6:6).

The fruit of the Spirit is essential for a sanctified, joyful life (Gal. 5:22).

It is by the Spirit that we put sin to death (Rom. 8:13). The Spirit gives us power

to overcome sinful habits.

All discipleship must be done in dependence on the Holy Spirit.

Prayer

Prayer is related closely to the above point. In prayer we acknowledge our own limitations

and dependence on God. We need to be praying for ourselves, the discipling sessions, and

especially the people we are discipling.

Due to the fact that discipling invariably includes dealing with some sin, it is a spiritual

battle. As such, prayer is crucial (Eph. 6:17-18).

Your own experiences, personality and heart issues

As we experience trials, difficulties and encounter the corruptions of our own hearts, we

learn valuable lessons about life. We learn how to trust in God, how to renew our own

thinking and how to practice forgiveness. Note how David instructed his own heart (Ps.

42:5).

Remember that God wants to use you (which includes all your life experiences) to help

others. So God often puts us through circumstances so that we are better equipped to help

others (see 2 Cor. 1:4).

In addition, previous discipling experiences can greatly assist in giving us wisdom on

how to handle certain people and certain issues in wise ways. We therefore continually

grow as disciplers throughout our lives.

Careful listening

The more carefully we listen to others, and seek to understand them, the better disciplers

we will be. The Bible promotes active listening as an important virtue (Jam. 1:19).
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Confidence in Scripture, God and prayer

Believers who are struggling are often looking for hope. They need to see your trust and

confidence in God, His word and prayer. The Bible teaches that our faith can stir others up

to similar faith and encourage them. This is the whole point of Hebrews 11.

Our confidence is based on:

Change is possible through the power of the Holy Spirit.

At times this change can be rapid because is all powerful.

God desires His children to grow in godliness.

God does always provide a way out of temptation (1 Cor. 10:13), and His grace is

sufficient for us in all trials (2 Cor. 12:9).

Scripture is completely sufficient for guiding us into a life pleasing to God (2

Tim. 3:16).

All these factors must give us confidence as we disciple others.
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Session Three: How to
disciple

The aim of Christian discipling is to draw alongside someone, understand their problems,

and help apply the Bible to their lives. It is essentially a caring ministry, and one does not

want to get too “technique” orientated so that a personal touch, friendship and empathy is

lost. As mentioned in session one, discipling is more informal and friendly than formal

counselling. However, there is definitely a general process to be followed to help someone

grow in Christ.

The following guidelines have been adapted from a talk by Joel James on Biblical Coun‐
selling. As mentioned before, discipling is just a more friendly and informal process of

counselling someone.

Getting to know the person

As engage with a person you are discipling, ask questions to get some insight into:

i. The home they grew up in (mother, father, siblings, divorce, abuse etc)

ii. Their spiritual life –are they converted? How did this come about? Can they

articulate the gospel?

iii. How often do they go to church, read their Bible and pray?

iv. What work they do?

v. Do they have many friends? Are their friends believers or unbelievers?

vi. Their current situation: married? Divorced? Children?
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Identifying the main problem(s)

As you spend time together speaking about the Lord and life, be on the lookout for ordi‐
nary sins and patterns of sins in their lives. Each of these will need to be dealt with over

time. You can ask questions about these issues so you have a clear understanding of them.

Note that an orderly and structured approach to dealing with sinful habits is often part

of the solution for the person being discipled. It can bring order to the confusion that a

person often goes through when they are in great difficulties.

If you identify significant sinful habits or even addictions in the person you are disci‐
pling, you will need to get specific information. You can gently ask questions like:

i. What exactly did you do?

ii. When did you do it? How often?

iii. Where did you do it?

iv. Who was there?

v. How many times?

Also ask “why” questions to bring out their feelings and thinking:

i. What were you feeling and thinking at the time?

ii. What did you want?

iii. How you reacted – did it help?

You can use this information to identify the main problems and sins in the person you

are discipling. These issues would need to be worked through one at a time. It is important

here to:

i. Move them from a victim mentality to enable them to see their responsibility

before God.

ii. Not allow them to justify any sinful responses they may have had to other

people’s sin against them.

Label each problem with the correct biblical name

We can become intimidated when people use fancy labels for some of their behaviours. For

example, if someone says their problem is “co-dependency,” we may wonder how we can

use the Bible to address this, as the word “co-dependency” is not used in the Bible, and it

sounds like a modern problem that the Bible does not address. However, if it is labelled

correctly in line with Scripture (co-dependency is called the “fear of man”), then a simple
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look through a concordance will show that the Bible has plenty to say about the subject,

and gives many solutions.

It is therefore critical to:

i. Read the lists of sins in the Bible and understand each one of them (see Mk. 7:21-

23; Rom. 1:28-32; Gal. 5:19-21; 1 Cor. 6:9-11 etc). Use these lists to label the

person’s sins.

ii. Select a few verses you want to use to address these sins – especially verses that

propose solutions.

Give the Bible’s interpretation of the problem

This step is critical in discipling and is at the heart of finding biblical solutions for prob‐
lems. This means that as the discipler you must have a good understanding and insight into

Scripture. The better you know the Bible, the more effective you will be at discipling

others.

Identify and articulate the biblical solution clearly

Ephesians 4:22-24, as shown earlier, is at the heart of biblical change.

i. Identify the behaviour that needs to be put off.

ii. Identify the thinking that needs to change.

iii. Identify the new behaviour that must be put on.

Obviously, it is important to use relevant scriptures that speak to the issues at hand.

During this process, sinful behaviour does need to be gently confronted, the underlying

thinking uncovered, with the aim of bringing about biblical repentance.

Suggesting “homework”

Even in the more informal process of discipling, suggesting some form of homework is

essential:

i. It demonstrates the person’s commitment to change.

ii. It trains them to work through issues themselves and reduce their dependency

on you.
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Session four: Becoming a
discipling community

Growing as a discipling community

The importance of creating the correct church culture for
discipling

Why is the church culture so important? A person who needs help could be feeling:

Vulnerable

Guilty and ashamed

Confused

For them to be able to open up and honestly expose what is happening in their hearts

and minds, they need a secure and safe environment. If a church has a general culture of

sharing burdens, asking for prayer and confessing sin, then people will be more open and

trusting. They will be more inclined to get into discipling relationships.

A church needs to think through a number of issues:

i. Fellowship: are there enough corporate times of fellowship where friendships

(that could lead to discipling relationships) can grow?

ii. Homegroups / bible studies: smaller groups that study, pray and discuss issues

together foster closer relationships. Homegroups are often the soil out of which

meaningful discipling relationships between two people grow.
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iii. Selecting and training a few people or couples to actively start seeking people to

disciple.

iv. Church programmes, training events or sermons that emphasise the biblical

mandate for all members to be involved in meaningful, discipling relationships.

Growing personally as a discipler

The discipler’s heart

The following characteristics are essential to be effective in discipling someone else:

Love

Empathy

Concern

Warmth

Gentleness

Trustworthy (not to betray confidences)

Approachable

Authentic

Humble

These are also some of the required characteristics for elders, who are essentially the

shepherds of the flock. They cannot take care of people’s souls without these charac‐
teristics.

The following attitudes / behaviours will stifle any discipling endeavours:

Harshness

Judgementalism (as opposed to making judgements of right and wrong based on

Scripture)

Sarcasm

Critical spirit

Indifference

Frustration when change is slow

If people leave a discipling session with you feeling that all that has happened was that

they were scolded for their foolishness, then you have done something wrong.
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The above sections emphasise a gentleness and an empathy towards people in need. In our

endeavours to help others, however, when empathy is stirred up, there is a temptation to:

Excuse people’s sin or make sin seem less serious than it actually is in God’s

sight.

Replace one sin with a “lesser” sin to make the process of repentance and change

less painful and difficult for the person being discipled.

Pitfalls to avoid

Opposite sex discipling… AVOID!

Discipling results in spiritual and emotional intimacy between the parties. It is best there‐
fore to avoid discipling a member of the opposite sex alone. A husband and wife team are

therefore invaluable when circumstances dictate that a member of the opposite sex needs

to be discipled. At the very least, opposite sex discipling should always be in the public eye

– never in a room alone with a closed door.

Unrealistic expectations and giving false hope

Biblical change can be hard (Jer. 13:23). It includes:

i. Breaking sinful habits

ii. Entrenching new, godly habits, which takes time

iii. There may be failures and lapses

Fighting sin and growing in grace in Scripture is called a “fight” (2 Tim. 4:7), “exercise”

(1 Tim. 4:7) and “striving” (Heb. 12:4). All this means that growing in grace and changing is

a daily struggle. We need to be patient as we disciple others.

Also, while it is important to give people hope that change is possible through God’s

strength, we should never give the impression that the Christian life is easy and sanctifica‐
tion is a smooth process.

•  •  •
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