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Book 1
Growing Up
Psalm 1:1–2

How happy is the one who does not walk in  
the advice of the wicked or stand in the pathway  
with sinners or sit in the company of mockers! 
Instead, his delight is in the Lord’s instruction, 

 and he meditates on it day and night.

Book 2
Firmly Planted

Psalm 1:3a

He is like a tree planted beside flowing streams . . . 

Book 3
Bearing Fruit

Psalm 1:3b

. . . that bears its fruit in its season and whose  
leaf does not wither. Whatever he does prospers.





To Chris Swain 

No one I know lived out the principles  
in this series more than you. You lived every  
day with the end in mind. Your investment 
 in pastors, believers, friends, and family  

will reverberate for years to come. 
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F O R E W O R D

So what do you do when a 6'6" 290-pound thieving 
drug-dealing pill addict trained in Brazilian Jiu-Jitsu 
is standing next to you on a Sunday morning in a 
church gathering? My thought is that you become that 
guy’s friend as soon as possible! So one Sunday, years 
ago, I had the God-ordained, God-orchestrated privi-
lege of meeting Robby Gallaty.

Simply put, the Lord’s hand on this brother was 
evident from the moment I met him. Robby had just 
become a follower of Christ, and his zeal for Christ 
was not just clear; it was contagious. Before long, I had 
the privilege of baptizing him, which is quite a story 
in and of itself (just imagine this 6'6" 290-pound man 
slipping on his way down into the baptistery and fall-
ing straight toward you, causing water to splash over 
onto the choir like a wave pool out of control). Every 
week, Robby and I would meet for Chinese food over 
lunch. We would walk together through God’s Word 
and pray together for one another. I can still remem-
ber sitting over General Tso’s chicken watching Robby 
write down every single truth I shared with him on the 
napkins at Mr. Wang’s. Then he would take that truth 
and not only apply it in his life, but also teach it in 
others’ lives. I visibly watched this brother soak in the 
gospel as he spread the gospel on a weekly basis. From 
the start, Robby Gallaty was growing as a disciple of 
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Jesus while simultaneously giving his life to making 
disciples of Jesus.

After all, this is the essence of what Christianity 
is all about, right? In Jesus’s initial call to four men 
standing by the Sea of Galilee, we see that the inevi-
table overflow of being a disciple of Jesus is making 
disciples of Jesus. “Follow me,” Jesus said, “and I will 
make you fishers of men” (Matt. 4:19). This was a 
promise: Jesus would take his disciples and turn them 
into disciple-makers. And this was a command: he 
would call each of his disciples at the end of Matthew 
to go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them 
and teaching them to obey him (Matt. 28:19–20). From 
the start, God’s simple design has been for every single 
disciple of Jesus to make disciples who make disciples 
who make disciples until the gospel spreads to all peo-
ples on the planet.

Yet we have subtly and tragically taken this costly 
command of Christ to go, baptize, and teach all nations 
and mutated it into a comfortable call for Christians 
to come, be baptized, and listen in one location. If you 
were to ask individual Christians today what it means 
either to be a disciple or to make disciples, you would 
likely get jumbled thoughts, ambiguous answers, and 
probably even some blank stares. In all our activity as 
Christians and with all our resources in the church, 
we are practically ignoring the commission of Christ. 
Evangelism is relegated to a dreaded topic, disciple-
ship is reduced to a canned program, and the majority 
of the church is currently sitting sidelined in a spec-
tator mentality that delegates disciple-making to pas-
tors and professionals, ministers and missionaries.

But this is not the way it’s supposed to be. Jesus has 
invited all of us to be a part of his plan. He has designed 
each of his people to know all of his joy as we share all 
of his love, spread all of his Word, and multiply all of 
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his life among all of the peoples of the earth. So how do 
we do this? How do we as disciples practically, daily, 
passionately, and plainly make disciples?

The significance of that question leads to my sheer 
enthusiasm over the book you hold in your hands. 
Here you will find a biblical, practical, reproducible, 
and simple starting point for growing as a disciple of 
Jesus and giving your life to making disciples of Jesus. 
This is not mere theory you are holding onto right now. 
This is tried and true practice. I know it is because I’ve 
seen it in action. I’ve walked personally with Robby 
Gallaty through the practices that are found in this 
book. Words cannot express how grateful I am for the 
time that he and I shared reading and studying the 
Word with one another, praying and weeping for the 
world on our knees next to each other, and sharing life 
alongside one another as we spread the gospel together 
in New Orleans. Since that time, Robby has gone on 
to pastor two disciple-making churches, including 
Brainerd Baptist Church, where he now shepherds a 
people who don’t just talk about disciple-making; they 
do it.

And so I want to encourage you as clearly as I pos-
sibly can. Please don’t read this book. Instead, do it. 
If you only read what you find here, you will remain 
mired in a stagnant, stale, self-consumed Christianity 
that misses the whole purpose for which you have been 
saved. Christian, you have been created and called by 
God to grow as a disciple and to give your life to mak-
ing disciples. And this cause, more than any other, is 
worth giving your life to. It’s worth it for billions of peo-
ple who do not yet know the joy of following Jesus. And 
it’s worth it for you and me, because we were made 
to be disciples who make disciples who make disciples 
until the day when we see the face of the One we follow, 
and together with all nations we exalt his supremacy 
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and experience his satisfaction for all of eternity. My 
prayer is that this resource from my friend and brother 
might be used in the hand of God to hasten the coming 
of that day.

Dr. David Platt 
pastor, McLean Bible Church 

author of Radical and Follow Me
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

The gospel came to you because it was heading to 
someone else. God never intended for your salvation 
to be an end, but a beginning. God saved you to be a 
conduit through whom His glorious, life-changing gos-
pel would flow to others. You are a link in the chain of 
2 Timothy 2:2, which says, “What you have heard from 
me in the presence of many witnesses entrust to faith-
ful men who will be able to teach others also.”

Let me begin this book by saying thank you. By 
picking up this resource, you are communicating a 
number of things. You want to grow in your relation-
ship with God. You take Jesus’s command in Matthew 
28:19 to make disciples seriously. You have a burden 
to leave an eternal legacy by investing in the lives of 
others. Perhaps you yearn for someone to invest in you. 
Regardless of the reasons, you are beginning a journey 
toward a deeper relationship with Christ.

Growing Up is a resource that has the potential to 
change your life. How can I say this?

1. This book is built on solid biblical principles. 
God’s Word, which He promised would never 
return void, imparts faith and produces a life 
change.
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2. These principles have been tried and tested over 
the past decade in various discipleship groups 
(D-Groups).

3. My life has been impacted immensely through 
discipling relationships. I share my story of how 
God radically saved me from a life of drugs and 
alcohol in chapter 1.

One Warning
This book should not be read and then abandoned 

on a shelf. As a manual for making disciples, it is a 
resource you will use for years to come. Underline in 
it, write in the margins, interact with it, and meditate 
on it. You are not learning this information for only 
yourself, although you will definitely benefit from it. 
You are learning it for all the people you will disciple in 
the future, those who will receive the gospel because it 
flowed to them through you.

As you read, please take notes. Did you know that 
you forget 40 percent of what you hear within twenty 
minutes, and you retain only about 20 percent within 
one week?1 If you don’t write something down, you 
will forget it. How else will you pass on what you have 
learned, unless you record it? Where would we be if the 
apostles hadn’t written down the Word of God for us to 
read today?

One Qualification
Every time I speak on discipleship, I am asked after-

ward, “Where do I begin?” or, “How do I get started?” 
After answering these questions hundreds of times, I 
decided to create a road map for others to follow. As 
you read through this book, you will find that I pur-
posely spent only a little time expounding philosophy, 
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theory, and the necessity for making disciples. That’s 
because men and women far more experienced than 
I have already written extensively on this subject. 
(These resources are mentioned throughout the book.)

Numerous books define discipleship, outline objec-
tives for making disciples, and provide biblical evi-
dence from both the Old and New Testaments. Many 
are invaluable resources. However, after reading these 
books, I was often left wondering, “Now what?” I have 
a sneaking suspicion that I am not the only one asking 
that question. I’ve come to realize that when people 
don’t know what to do, they don’t do anything.

Prayerfully, this resource will aid in putting feet 
to your faith through mapping out a plan for investing 
in others. It is purposefully practical, easy to use, and 
simple to follow.

The DNA of Discipleship
From time to time, people ask me, “What was the 

difference that made the difference at Brainerd Baptist 
Church?” The answer is easy: discipleship.

When I arrived as senior pastor at Brainerd in 
2008, only a handful of people were meeting in inten-
tional D-Groups, or a group of three to five people who 
meet weekly for the express purpose of becoming dis-
ciples who make disciples.

Beginning with my pastoral staff, I redesigned 
the weekly three-hour business/staff meeting into a 
D-Group, focusing on Scripture reading and memo-
rization (we memorized the entire book of 2 Timothy 
in 2009) and extended prayer times. The atmosphere 
changed overnight.

After a year of meeting, I challenged the staff to 
identify two or three people to meet with in a D-Group 
(men with men, and women with women). During 
my second year at Brainerd, we estimated that one 
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hundred people were meeting in D-Groups. In 2014, we 
expect to have more than one thousand people meeting 
in D-Groups throughout our fellowship. Keep in mind, 
the individuals meeting are in addition to small-group 
Bible study and Sunday school attendance. Sunday 
school classes and small groups are the seedbeds for 
building D-Group relationships.

Our church’s mission statement, “Deliver, Disciple, 
and Deploy,” was formative in shaping the DNA of our 
congregation. People in a church will always celebrate 
what the pastor celebrates. If the pastor celebrates 
bodies, bucks, or buildings, the people will perceive 
those as most important, and they will become the 
measure of success. However, when the pastor high-
lights restoring relationships, transforming lives, and 
maturing believers within the D-Groups, people will 
soon desire to participate in a group. When I started 
celebrating what God was doing in D-Groups, our peo-
ple quickly followed.

How to Use the Material
If you are serious about being a disciple of Jesus 

Christ—really, truly serious—you will become a part 
of a D-Group. Again, Jesus Himself established this 
model for us. He formed and personally led the first 
D-Group—and it worked. The men who emerged from 
that group took the gospel to the world, and ultimately, 
they laid down their lives for Christ.

A D-Group creates an atmosphere for fellowship, 
encouragement, and accountability, and it is an envi-
ronment where God can work. A healthy D-Group has 
three purposes: to help you grow in your relationship 
with Christ, give a defense for your faith, and guide 
others in their relationship with Christ.

You may be thinking, “How do I get in a D-Group? 
Where can I find one?” Ask your pastor or another 
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church leader about the availability of groups in your 
church. If your church doesn’t have such groups, find a 
mature Christian who is willing to lead the group and 
two or three other believers who want to grow in their 
walk with the Lord, and start a group. Who knows? 
God may want to use you to begin this movement in 
your church. If you want to know where to start, feel 
free to check out some resources we have created at 
replicate.org/dgroup.

As you mature in your faith, those in the group can 
eventually start and lead other groups. This book will 
equip you to do just that.

Book Outline
To get the most out of this resource, review each 

chapter in your D-Group. Watch for three pairs of syn-
onymous terms that will be used interchangeably:

• disciple-making and discipleship
• mentor and discipler
• mentee and disciple

Growing Up is divided into two sections. The first 
three chapters build a case for the necessity of mak-
ing disciples. Chapter 4 deals with training yourself to 
become godly. The remaining six chapters, if incorpo-
rated into your life, will aid in developing a CLOSER 
walk with Christ. This walk will help you . . .

• communicate with God through prayer
• learn to understand and apply God’s Word to 

your life
• obey God’s commands
• store God’s Word in your heart
• evangelize (share Christ with others)
• renew yourself spiritually every day
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Regularly practicing even one of these disciplines 
will increase your spiritual fervor. The more of them 
you cultivate in your life, the closer you will grow to the 
Lord, and the more you will become like Christ. If you 
practice all of them, you will see exponential growth in 
your life. Whether you are a new believer or have been 
in church your entire life, these practices will produce 
tangible results in godliness and fruitfulness—if you 
are disciplined enough to stick with them. The key to 
sticking with them is being accountable to someone 
else. Accountability is provided through a D-Group.

Moving Forward
An ideal D-Group (a concept discussed in chapter 

3) consists of three to five people meeting together 
weekly. The meeting place is insignificant: it can be 
someone’s home, a restaurant, a break room at work, 
or at church. To fulfill its purpose and be profitable, 
each meeting must be focused on the disciple-building 
activities discussed throughout this book.

Before beginning any disciple-making relationship, 
expectations between the mentee and the mentor must 
be clearly discussed and understood. Both parties must 
sign a disciple-making covenant, agreeing to take the 
relationship seriously. (A copy of this covenant can be 
found in Appendix 1.) Stress the importance of attend-
ing weekly meetings and completing all assigned 
work as you distribute the document. You can use the 
Personal Faith Inventory found in Appendix 2 as a 
platform for discussion in the group’s first meeting.

The entire discipleship process is outlined in the 
Afterword and Appendix 9. At some point during the 
process, each participant should lead a session. Without 
incorporating this step, many may not feel equipped to 
replicate the process, and as a result, never lead their 
own group.
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This discipleship system is reproducible and 
designed to be duplicated. Jesus commanded us to 
go into the world and “make disciples” (Matt. 28:19). 
He followed this command by providing instructions 
for developing disciples, “teaching them [future dis-
ciples] to observe all that I have commanded you” 
(Matt. 28:20).

As you study and grow, remember that you are not 
merely learning for your own benefit, but also for the 
benefit of others. Again, you must take notes. How else 
will you pass on the information you have learned?

Guiding others in their walk with Christ is a joy 
many overlook. The first and foremost way to make 
disciples is to become a disciple, and the only way to 
teach others effectively is to continue as a lifelong 
learner. We are closest to Christ when we are doing 
what He has commanded us to do, and the best way to 
learn is to teach.

Okay, I’m In. What’s Next?
I have learned that the secrets to the Christian life 

are the obvious. While I would love to uncover some 
hidden truth undiscovered by men and women of old, 
God has already communicated a blueprint for spiri-
tual growth in His Word. The purpose of this book is 
to explain that blueprint and motivate you to follow it.

After spending the last decade of my life being dis-
cipled and discipling others, the six practices discussed 
in this book (C.L.O.S.E.R.) have proven to be irre-
placeable in spiritual development. When practiced 
diligently, these crucial disciplines provide a spring-
board for even deeper disciplines to flourish, such as 
silence, solitude, frugality, fasting, and worship. When 
these disciplines are pursued, the desire for going even 
deeper with God will be birthed in your soul.
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Don’t Attempt It Alone
The very first disciples—the twelve hand-picked 

by Jesus Himself—were a part of a group. This is the 
model that Jesus, the architect of discipleship, estab-
lished for us to follow. Our all-wise Savior (who, by the 
way, knows more about this than we do) recognized 
something: being His disciple is not easy. Therefore, we 
should not attempt it alone. We need fellowship with 
other Christ-followers. We need encouragement from 
them. And, perhaps most importantly, we need to be 
accountable to them.

Additionally, we who choose to pursue discipleship 
need something else: an example to follow—a living, 
walking, talking disciple of Jesus Christ. We must 
have someone to guide us along the way, someone to 
set some footprints in the sand of the Christian life for 
us to follow, someone to hold us to following them.

Paul understood this truth and willingly assumed 
the responsibility of leading others. To the Philippian 
church he wrote: “Brothers, join in imitating me, and 
keep your eyes on those who walk according to the 
example you have in us” (Phil. 3:17).

The word imitate simply means to copy. Paul didn’t 
mean that the Philippian Christians should become 
clones of him. Rather, he is asking the Philippians to 
follow him in his pursuit of Jesus. He wanted them to 
emulate his general conduct and way of life, a life that 
walked in Jesus’s footprints. Hence, his ultimate goal 
was not for them to follow him, but Christ, as Paul 
explained in his first letter to the church at Corinth, 
writing, “Follow my example, as I follow the example of 
Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1 niv).

Your success in the Christian life is significantly 
linked to how well you walk with other Christians. 
When he said, “Walk according to the example . . .” 
(Phil. 3:17), Paul used wording that described a row 
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of soldiers, marching in perfect order. Similarly, C. S. 
Lewis likened the church of Jesus Christ to a fleet of 
ships sailing in formation.2 The essence of discipleship 
is one believer leading others to follow their course, as 
they follow Christ. Confucius captured this idea: “Tell 
me and I will forget; show me and I may remember; 
involve me and I will understand.”3

Weekly Outline
The objective of each D-Group meeting is to under-

stand new truths, reinforce principles and precepts, 
and apply what is taught. Read and discuss a chap-
ter each week with your group. Lesson plans for each 
chapter can be found on our website: http://replicate.
org. The questions throughout the chapter will serve 
as discussion points for your sessions. Encourage 
group members to highlight insights gleaned from the 
chapter, offer thoughtful comments, and ask ques-
tions. There are never any foolish questions. All group 
members should feel comfortable asking anything. 
Remember that the goal is not only to learn new infor-
mation, but also to be transformed by what you are 
learning. Expect to be challenged every week by what 
you have read.

Online Resources
You can find numerous videos, resources, outlines, 

and tools to assist in your discipling journey on our 
website: http://replicate.org. These videos answer com-
monly asked questions about discipleship and coach you 
through the process of investing in others. Additionally, 
you will find interviews from various disciple-makers. 
Make sure you sign up for our newsletter as well, to 
keep up with upcoming events and training sessions.
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Begin with the End in Mind
The purpose of the D-Group is for the participants 

to be conformed to the image of Christ. Paul, in his 
letter to the Roman church, said, “Do not be conformed 
to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of 
your mind . . .” (Rom. 12:2). How are we transformed? 
Through the mind. The word transformed is in the 
present tense, signifying a gradual, ongoing change. 
What is surprising is that the word is in the passive 
voice. God is the author and finisher of the change.

How does the transformation take place? His Spirit 
uses circumstances, situations, and His Word to pro-
duce an inner change of mind, which leads to a life 
transformation. David testified, “I have hidden your 
word in my heart that I might not sin against you” 
(Ps. 119:11 niv). In a similar fashion, Paul said, “Set 
your minds on things that are above, not on things that 
are on earth” (Col. 3:2). You’ve heard the expression, 
“You are what you eat.” Biblically, we could say, “You 
are what you think.” Hence, every chapter is centered 
on the Word of God.

Let’s get started.
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T H E  D I F F E R E N C E  T H AT 
M A D E  T H E  D I F F E R E N C E

“And what you have heard from me in the pres-
ence of many witnesses entrust to faithful men 

who will be able to teach others also.”
2 Timothy 2:2

“Ultimately, each church will be evalu-
ated by only one thing—its disciples.”

Neil Cole

I thought I had hit rock bottom when I stole $15,000 
from my parents. I was a twenty-five-year-old drug 
dealer, hopelessly addicted to prescription medica-
tions. The police were on my trail, and my prosperous 
life suddenly fell apart.

Fast-forward eleven years. Today, I have a godly 
wife and two sons, and I am privileged to serve as 
pastor of a thriving congregation. I have seen God 
move in my life, in my family’s life, and in the lives of 
thousands of people all around the world. I have been 
blessed beyond measure.
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Here is the million-dollar question: how can a thiev-
ing, drug-dealing pill addict undergo such a radical 
transformation in so little time—a mere eleven years? 
What could produce this drastic change?

The answer to this question is, first and foremost, 
the power and grace of God. This change has come 
about because of God’s marvelous, miraculous working 
in my life. But there is something else, a human factor:

I have been powerfully impacted by godly men who 
were willing to sacrifice their time to hold me account-
able and personally disciple me in the Christian life.

These men invested in me as Paul invested in 
Timothy, to whom he referred as his son in the faith. 
Paul’s model in 2 Timothy mirrors the work of these 
unselfish mentors who guided me through my strug-
gles as a new believer. Here is how it all happened.

For the first twenty-five years of my life, the Lord 
seemed far from me. I was born into a strict Roman 
Catholic family, and my parents sent me to Holy 
Cross High School, a Catholic school for boys in New 
Orleans. For me, religion consisted solely of attending 
Mass. Each Sunday, I sat in church and dutifully par-
ticipated in the rituals, governed by a personal phi-
losophy to do only what was best for me. Completely 
unconcerned with what God desired for me, I left the 
services with an unchanged heart—every Sunday.

I graduated from high school with a fantastic oppor-
tunity: the University of North Carolina at Greensboro 
awarded me a basketball scholarship. But I was in 
love—or so I thought—and turned the scholarship 
down when my girlfriend begged me to attend a col-
lege closer to home.

As I browsed the phone book to see what colleges 
were in the area, William Carey College jumped out 
at me. But when I inquired about trying out for the 
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basketball team, I received bad news: the players had 
already been selected, and the roster was full.

I responded the only way a desperate eighteen-
year-old boy could: I begged the coach to allow me to 
try out for the team. Seeing that I wasn’t going away 
otherwise, the coach caved, and I showed him my 
skills. To his own surprise, Coach Steve Knight offered 
me a scholarship the following week.

Just two weeks after school started, my devoted 
girlfriend, the one for whom I had given up playing 
for UNC Greensboro, suddenly broke up with me. 
Overwhelmed with both heartache and anger, I could 
not see the hand of God at work in the circumstances 
of my life. Although I did not realize it, He was setting 
the stage for something glorious, a life I could never 
have imagined at the time.

Thanks, But No Thanks
During my second semester at William Carey, the 

next step in God’s wonderful plan for me unfolded. In 
His abundant goodness and love, God brought Jeremy 
Brown into my life, a friend who cared enough about 
me to discuss what it really means to have a relation-
ship with God. Although I refused to listen at that time, 
Jeremy’s persistent message remained in my heart: if I 
would only cry out to God, Jeremy said, He would for-
give me of everything in my past. By surrendering my 
life to God, I would find a real, meaningful relationship 
with Him. Seven years later, Jeremy’s words would 
come back to me at the time I needed them most.

I graduated from college and started a computer 
business with two friends. For six grueling months we 
put everything we had into the company, but it never 
took off. Exhausted, dejected, and broke, we disman-
tled the company and each went our separate ways.
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When the business folded, I felt like a failure, and 
turned to a realm where I was confident of success. 
Standing at 6'6" and 290 pounds, I was fascinated with 
the world of mixed martial arts. I watched extreme 
fighting competitions and began to train in Brazilian 
Jiu-Jitsu. Then, I was hired as a bouncer at a club 
in New Orleans, where they paid me to fight. It was 
exhilarating, and I felt that I was indestructible.

Life Altering Accident
I found out how wrong I was on November 22, 

1999, when an eighteen-wheeler traveling sixty-five 
miles per hour swerved across two lanes of traffic and 
slammed my car into a guardrail. Doctors determined 
that I had two herniated discs in my neck, one herni-
ated disc in my back, and one bulging disc in my lower 
back. All I knew was that I was in horrific pain. Their 
solution: a combination of OxyContin, Valium, Soma, 
and Percocet.

Having never taken drugs before, I began by pre-
cisely following the dosage instructions. But in three 
months, I found myself addicted to prescription pain-
killers. When my thirty-day supply ran low as a result 
of abusing the drugs, I desperately turned to dubious 
means of feeding my insatiable craving for more.

Two shady acquaintances introduced me to the 
lucrative world of dealing drugs. With my business 
training and experience, I quickly became success-
ful at importing and selling illegal drugs. Trafficking 
heroin, cocaine, GHB, marijuana, and other dangerous 
substances into New Orleans enabled me to enjoy a 
lifestyle that most only dream about.

Downward Spiral
But in January of 2000, my world began to unravel. 

Rick, a former business partner and close friend, 
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overdosed on heroin and died with the needle still in 
his arm. Between 2000 and 2003, I lost eight friends to 
alcohol or drugs, while six others ended up in prison. 
Additionally, the police were starting to suspect me of 
drug-dealing and began monitoring our group.

Everything changed overnight. Suddenly, we 
couldn’t pay the bills. The gas, water, and electricity to 
our house were shut off. The bill collectors continued to 
call until the phone was disconnected as well. To make 
matters even worse, I had a $180-a-day drug addiction 
that growled to be fed.

During that period, I stole $15,000 from my father 
by using his credit card to buy items online that I later 
pawned or sold for drug money. When my parents 
learned what I had done, they were totally crushed. 
They were well-justified in ordering me to never return 
to their house. Unfazed by the confrontation, I wasted 
the rest of my bank account on street drugs. This three-
month drug binge ended with me on my parents’ living 
room floor, penniless and begging for their help.

My next stop was a rehab program in Tijuana, 
Mexico, of all places. I spent ten days in an intensive 
recovery program involving the injection of amino acids 
to realign the serotonin and dopamine levels in my 
body. After completing the program, I moved to Mobile, 
Alabama, to live with my sister, and things began to 
improve. I even got a job as a sales manager at a gym, 
where I began training five days a week. One day, while 
foolishly attempting to squat press more than 500 
pounds, I felt a familiar pain shoot through my back.

After traveling back to New Orleans for treatment, 
I learned that I had damaged the same disc in my 
back, and that I needed immediate surgery. Following 
the surgery, I went home with the same four pain 
medications that were prescribed for me after my car 
accident. For the next six months, I allowed these 
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medications—substances that had caused so much 
hurt and heartache for my family—back into my life. 
Things quickly crashed for the second time. Knowing I 
had now reached rock bottom, I abruptly stopped tak-
ing all the drugs and voluntarily re-entered rehab two 
weeks later.

24-Hour Experience
I began treatment again on November 12, 2002. 

On the first night, I remembered Jeremy Brown, who 
had told me that no matter what I had done, Christ 
loves me and is waiting for me to call out to Him in 
repentance and faith. It didn’t happen in a church 
service, under a revival tent, or in a crusade. Jesus 
introduced Himself to me that night in my room. I 
surrendered myself to Him, confessing my sins and 
asking the Lord to save me from the mess I had made 
of my life. After dumping everything at the foot of 
the cross, God’s forgiveness rushed over me like a 
mighty, cleansing wave. Overwhelmed by a purity 
and freedom I had never known, I made two prom-
ises to the Lord that night: first, I would completely 
devote my life to Him, and second, I would travel the 
world sharing my testimony with others.

I spent the next twenty-four hours in my room 
with nobody but Jesus Christ. This glorious experi-
ence birthed uncontainable excitement in my soul. 
The very next day, I told my dad that I intended to 
become a preacher. A lifelong Catholic, my father was 
concerned about my plans for marriage. Naturally, he 
assumed that I wanted to become a priest. I carefully 
explained that I was leaving my focus on rituals and 
works behind, and I was devoting my life to sharing 
the gospel with others.
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The Difference that Made the Difference
Making the transition from religion to a personal 

relationship with Christ was extremely difficult for 
me. My Catholic upbringing didn’t promote Scripture 
reading, memorization, or unrehearsed prayer. For 
several months, I wandered aimlessly in my Christian 
life, uncertain of how to proceed.

Sensing my desperate frustration, a friend sug-
gested that I pray for God to provide a mentor to dis-
ciple me, just as Paul had discipled Timothy. Because 
I had never read the Bible, I was unfamiliar with Paul 
and Timothy’s relationship. But in spite of my nervous 
skepticism, I began to pray for God to send someone to 
help me.

I began attending Edgewater Baptist Church in 
New Orleans. After a few weeks, a church member 
by the name of David Platt invited me to meet weekly 
with him for Bible study, prayer, and accountability. 
When he asked me to pray about joining him, I excit-
edly responded, “I have already been praying. When 
do we start?”

I couldn’t believe that God had heard my sincere 
plea for help, and had prompted David to offer to disci-
ple me in the Christian life. For the next five months, I 
met with David every week to discuss the glory of God, 

Questions to Consider

Remember how you felt when you came to 
Christ. Did someone come alongside you 

to assist you in growing in your newfound 
faith? Was it even an option for you?
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the lost nature of man, and the good news of Christ. 
Throughout this time, David constantly encouraged me 
to share my story with others. The following month, I 
enrolled in New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary 
to prepare for a lifetime of ministry. We continued 
meeting, enlarging our group to seven other seminary 
students, every Tuesday and Thursday mornings at 
six thirty for the next eighteen months.

Shortly after, God graciously brought another key 
person into my life. Tim LaFleur, a campus minister 
at Nicholls State University, invited me to work with 
him for the summer in Glorieta, New Mexico, helping 
hundreds of college students grow into mature follow-
ers of Christ. We spent those three months discussing 
the essential doctrines of the faith, the power of the 
Holy Spirit, the equipping of saints for service, and the 
assurance of salvation. He straightened out my faulty 
theology, always correcting me with grace and love.

In addition to David and Tim, a number of other 
selfless men invested themselves in discipling me. I 
am eternally grateful to Don Wilton, Tony Merida, 
Reggie Ogea, Larry Osborne, John Willoughby, Mark 
Dever, Bill Hull, and Bryant Wright as well. These 
men have been “Pauls” in my life, instructing and 
challenging me to do for others exactly what they did 
for me.

Question to Consider

For those of you who have been 
discipled, what are some ways you 
have benefited from discipleship?
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Reality Check
Though my story sounds unique, I’m really not 

alone. We all come out of sin and into a relationship 
with Christ. Everyone needs to be discipled, regardless 
of their background. As I grew in my faith and knowl-
edge of God’s Word, I became aware that very few 
believers have had someone in their lives who accepted 
the responsibility of equipping them in the founda-
tional doctrines, principles, and practices of the faith. 
In fact, I observed that most church members have yet 
to experience the benefits of personal discipleship.

Having surveyed churches for the past eighteen 
years, David Olson, director of the American Church 
Research Project, reported eye-opening results. He 
found that “on any given weekend in 1990, 20.4 per-
cent of the American population attended an orthodox 
Christian church. On any given weekend in 2000, 18.7 
percent of the American population attended an ortho-
dox Christian church. In 2003, the Christian church 
attendance percentage was 17.8 percent. If the present 
rate of decline continues, in 2050, 11.7 percent of the 
population will be in a Christian church on any given 
weekend.”4 If the numbers drop as Olson projects, the 
future is bleak for the body of Christ in America.

T-NET International, a Colorado-based organi-
zation that trains and coaches pastors to fulfill the 
Great Commission, conducted a survey to determine if 
churches were producing disciples. Their team polled 
over 4,000 churchgoers from thirty-five churches 
representing different denominations. Bob Gilliam, 
co-founder and president of T-NET International, 
reported, “Many people in these churches are not 
growing spiritually. Of those taking this survey, 24 
percent indicated that their behavior was sliding back-
ward, and 41 percent said they were ‘static’ in their 
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spiritual growth.”5 Thus, 65 percent of believers are 
either stalled or declining in their spiritual life.

Did you grasp the seriousness of these numbers? 
Six out of ten church attendees admitted that their 
spiritual lives were stagnant. Should the Christian life 
be stagnant? Is static a proper term to describe follow-
ers of Christ? Every single one of us should be closer 
to Christ today than we were a year ago, or even a 
month ago.

Wake Up Call
Five years after writing about mobilizing, inspir-

ing and leading others, Bill Hybels, Senior Pastor of 
Willow Creek Community Church, publicly apologized 
to his congregation for failing to produce disciples in 
his church. Hybels hired a company to evaluate Willow 
Creek’s effectiveness, and the results caused Hybels 
to experience the “wake-up call” of his ministerial 
life.6 Acknowledging Willow Creek’s failure, Hybels 
expressed his frustration. “We made a mistake. What 
we should have done when people crossed the line of 
faith and became Christians, we should have started 
telling people and teaching people that they have to 
take responsibility to become ‘self-feeders.’ We should 
have gotten people, taught people how to read their 
Bible between services, and how to do the spiritual 
practices much more aggressively on their own.”7

After investing thirty years of ministry and tens 
of millions of dollars in facilities, programs, and pro-
motions, Willow Creek was admittedly unsuccessful 
in producing disciples. Resources were prioritized on 
attracting visitors, but a step-by-step plan for personal 
growth was ignored.
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How important is discipleship to pastors? In study 
after study, pastors have repeatedly ranked disciple-
ship at the bottom of their priority list. The average 
church today focuses on programs and the public 
worship experience. Few have any real emphasis 
on personal discipleship, much less any structure or 
instruction for performing it.

Jason Mandryk of Operation World directly con-
fronted this problem: “Discipleship is the greatest 
challenge facing the Church today. . . . There is a 
genuine need for effective Bible study and teaching in 
Christians’ heart languages, genuine fellowship, and a 
commitment to involvement in ministry.”8

It’s Not All the Church’s Fault
Speaking about the impact Christians have on the 

world, or the lack thereof, Greg Nettle stated, “The 
lack of discipleship undermines all else that we seek to 
do.”9 So who is to blame for this oversight? It is unfair 
to blame the church exclusively. While the shortcom-
ings of the church in discipleship cannot be overlooked, 
it is also true that many professing Christians never 
commit to a growing relationship with the Lord.

In the Parable of the Sower, Jesus taught us that 
many who receive the Word of God never grow and 
bear fruit for Him. A shallow commitment and love for 
the things of this world—this life—stunt their growth 
as believers (Matt. 13:3–9, 18–23).

The fact is, nearly all evangelical churches empha-
size, to some degree, Bible study and prayer, which are 
the basic keys to knowing God. Most offer some sort of 
Bible study or D-Groups (this concept will be explained 
in chapter 3), albeit, often ineffectively.
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But, in the best of churches, only a fraction of the 
membership even attends a worship service regularly. 
Smaller still is the percentage of people who are faith-
fully involved in a group or class.

Jesus pulled no punches when it came to disciple-
ship. He was blunt and crystal-clear about it: following 
Him is a choice, a choice that requires sacrifice, com-
mitment, and making Him the number one priority of 
our lives. There is a price involved with being His dis-
ciple. He forewarned us, and many professing believ-
ers count the cost and decide it is more than they are 
willing to pay (Luke 14:26–33).

The Master’s Model
As Jesus discipled the twelve men who would change 

the world, He gradually released them into ministry. 
The four-step progression He initiated applies to disci-
ple-making today.

First, Jesus ministered while the disciples watched. 
In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus taught God’s truths, 
and the disciples observed, listened, and learned 
(Matt. 5–7). When Jesus went into the synagogue and 
healed the lame, cleansed the lepers, and gave hearing 
to the deaf, the disciples looked on (Mark 1:21–22).

Second, Jesus progressed to allowing the disciples to 
assist him in ministry. When Jesus fed the multitude, 

Questions to Consider

In your opinion, why hasn’t discipleship 
been a priority for the church? Why 

hasn’t it been a priority for you?
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He broke the bread and performed the miracle. The 
disciples distributed the supernatural meal to the 
hungry crowd, and they also collected the surplus 
(John 6:1–13).

Third, the disciples ministered, and Jesus assisted 
them. After His glorious transfiguration, Jesus came 
down from the mountain and walked into an uproar 
(Mark 9). The disciples were attempting to cast out a 
demon from a possessed boy, and they were failing mis-
erably. In utter frustration and desperation, the boy’s 
father turned to Jesus and asked Him to intervene. “I 
brought my son to your disciples, but they could do noth-
ing!” the despondent man cried. Jesus stepped in, cast 
out the demon, and made the boy whole. Later, Jesus 
rebuked the powerless disciples, instructing them that 
“this kind cannot be driven out by anything but prayer” 
(Mark 9:29).

The final step of the disciples’ training was Jesus 
observing as the disciples ministered to others. Jesus 
sent them out with the instruction to go into the world, 
cast out demons, and preach the gospel. And they 
came back saying, “Jesus, it was just like you said. We 
cast out demons and we preached the good news. God 
miraculously worked through us” (Luke 10:1–17).

This is the model Jesus gave us, and this is His 
plan for developing disciples today. You can’t do this 
alone, and you shouldn’t attempt to.

Question to Consider

Consider Jesus’s four-step process 
for making disciples. Why is 

it an effective strategy?
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Where Do I Begin?
In order to make disciples, we must first be dis-

ciples. In the average evangelical church, what hap-
pens immediately after someone comes to saving faith 
in Christ? Most ministers encourage the new believer 
to live for Christ, deny sin, and attend church faith-
fully. Completely puzzled, the baby believer leaves the 
service as clueless about following Christ as he or she 
was upon entering. Sadly, this scenario is repeated in 
many Bible-preaching churches every week. Sincere 
believers who desire a vibrant relationship with the 
Lord are sent out the doors totally unaware of how to 
cultivate intimacy with their Savior.

The words spring cleaning spark fear and dread in 
the minds of most children. If your parents were any-
thing like mine, once a year they would rise early on a 
Saturday morning to reorganize the garage, basement, 
or storage shed behind the house. The first year I was 
old enough to assist, my hard work paid off. As I was 
moving lawn equipment and bicycles out of the way, a 
massive black box caught my attention from the back 
corner of our shed. After climbing over old mattresses 
and furniture to reach it, I carefully maneuvered my 
way out of the shed without dropping my newfound 
treasure. “What is it, Dad?” I excitedly asked.

My father bent down, wiped the dust off the black 
box, and with a smile on his face responded, “This is 
the world radio I had when I was your age.” I was 
fascinated.

My dad and I spent the remainder of the day clean-
ing the radio rather than the garage. Later that night, 
our family gathered around that old radio, and, with 
fingers crossed, plugged the cord into the outlet. To 
everyone’s happy surprise, it worked just as it had 
twenty years earlier. Although we could not hear or 
see the radio frequencies being transmitted through 
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the air, stations from China, France, and Europe came 
in clearly with a careful turn of the dial.

As I think fondly back on that day, I am reminded 
that God speaks to us every day. But, in order to hear 
His voice, we must be tuned in to His frequency. As in 
human relationships, communication with God is the 
foundation of an intimate walk with Him. Yet, many 
believers never learn how to tune in to God. For them, 
hearing from God is an elusive concept.

Multiplication over Addition
Moreover, God has always been interested in repro-

duction. In fact, His first command to Adam and Eve 
in the Garden was not to be spiritual, productive, or 
upstanding citizens of earth. Rather, it was to “be fruit-
ful and multiply” (Gen. 1:28). What God commanded 
the first humans to do physically is what Jesus com-
manded believers to do spiritually. The goal of every 
D-Group is for the mentee, the one being discipled, to 
become a mentor; to multiply—make other disciples.

In essence, the D-Group is designed for the player 
to become a coach. As the leader, you must communi-
cate this purpose at the outset of the group. If it is not 
discussed early on, members in the group will adopt a 
consumer mentality, with a short-sighted, self-serving 
focus. The heart of discipleship, as Christ modeled and 
instituted it, is that you are not learning only for your-
self. You are learning for the person whom you will 
mentor in following Him.

The Great Commission is designed to be a team 
effort. Instead of the pastors/leaders/Sunday school 
teachers/deacons performing all the duties of ministry 
in the church, the saints are equipped to carry out the 
work. The ministers cannot carry out the command 
alone, as Paul clearly stated:
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And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evan-
gelists, the shepherds and teachers, to equip the 
saints for the work of ministry. (Eph. 4:11–12)

Greg Ogden, in his book Transforming Discipleship, 
expounds on this point by graphically illustrating the 
contrast between someone personally seeing one per-
son come to the Lord every day for a year, as compared 
to investing in the same two people for an entire year 
(see Figure 1). The evangelist hits the streets every 
day with the goal of sharing the gospel with as many 
people as needed to see God save one person. In con-
trast, the disciple-maker walks two people through a 
year of intensive discipleship.

The slow-moving discipleship process creeps for-
ward with only four people being impacted in two 
years, compared to 730 converts through the solitary 
work of a busy evangelist. However, this radically 
changes with the passing of time. After sixteen years 
of the same activity, the evangelist would have seen 
almost 6,000 people come to faith in Christ, while the 
disciple would have impacted 65,536 people. Every per-
son on the planet would be reached multiple times over 
after thirty years. It is a ministry shift from a strategy 
of addition, where the clergy performs the ministerial 
duties, to one of multiplication, where believers are 
expected and equipped to personally participate in the 
Great Commission.

Multiplication—not addition—is Jesus’s plan for 
reaching the world with the gospel. And multiplication 
is the purpose of the D-Group. If the body of Christ 
would accept this plan, embrace it, and faithfully obey 
it, then the Great Commission would be accomplished.
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Figure 110

Nothing Grows under a Banyan Tree
The banyan is a massive tree that develops second-

ary trunks to support its enormous branches. A full-
grown banyan tree can cover an entire acre. The tree 
provides shade and shelter for many animals with its 
branches, but nothing is able to grow under its dense 
foliage. Therefore, the earth beneath it is barren.

A banana tree is exactly the opposite. Within six 
months, small shoots sprout from the ground. Six 
months later, another set of shoots spring from the 
earth to join the others, which are now six months 
old. After about eighteen months, bananas burst forth 
from the main trunk of the tree. Humans, birds, and 

 3
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many other creatures benefit from its fruit before it 
dies. Every six months, the cycle is reproduced, with 
sprouts forming, fruit bearing, and shoots dying. The 
end result is a forest of banana trees.

These contrasting trees graphically illustrate a 
vital discipleship truth. Many people practice a ban-
yan style of leadership. Mitsuo Fukuda explained, 
“Banyan-style leaders have a tremendous ministry, but 
have difficulty finding a successor, because they do not 
generate leaders, only followers. It’s possible to grow 
followers in a relatively short space of time, and that’s 
a useful result in its own. But when the leader goes 
away, you are left only with a heavily dependent group 
of people, programmed with a list of instructions.”11

Discipleship is about shoots and sprouts. These 
new sprouts are never a threat to the banana tree, for 
they ensure growth. In fact, they are expected. The 
goal of a D-Group is for the mentee to become a men-
tor, for the player to become a coach. Unless that hap-
pens, the group never progresses beyond a small group 
Bible study.

Memory Verse
Matthew 28:18–20

Points to Ponder

What style of ministry have you 
embraced? Are you consuming ministry, 

or are you creating ministry?




