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Disciple-Making at Bridgetown Church of Christ:  
(Adapted with permission from Whitewater Crossing Christian Church) 

An Overview  
  

PART ONE: THE PROBLEM   
  
“[Jesus] told us, as disciples, to make disciples. Not converts to Christianity, nor to 
some particular ‘faith and practice.’  He did not tell us to arrange for people to ‘get in’ 
or ‘make the cut’ after they die, nor to eliminate the various brutal forms of injustice, 
nor to produce and maintain ‘successful’ churches.  These are all good things, and 
he had something to say about all of them.  They will certainly happen if – but only if  
– we are and do what he told us to be and do.”  

Dallas Willard  
   
Every church needs to answer two basic questions to justify its existence. The first is 

“What is our plan for making disciples?” The second is “Is our plan working?”  

  
It’s easy to argue back and forth whether our “discipleship” plan is working. On the 

one hand, we’re able to see transcendent moments in corporate worship, large 

numbers of baptisms, increasing number of people in serving teams and small 

groups, and stories of lives changed. On the other hand, there is a persistent 

concern that we are training people to be dependent on the church to meet every 

need and supply every experience. We are building a growing, thriving organization. 

But are our people truly becoming the kind of disciples that can impact their 

communities and change the world? Are we making the kind of disciples that can 

make disciples?  

  
At the crux of this is the nebulous definition of “discipleship.” What makes something 

a “discipleship” activity? Is a men’s breakfast “discipleship?” A women’s Bible 

Study? A small group? The Sunday morning experience? A purchased curriculum? 

Looking for a scriptural definition doesn’t help, because the word “discipleship” is 

never used in Scripture. The New Testament talks about making disciples, but never 

shipping disciples. Cheesy jokes aside, it’s worth noting that we’re never even told to 

be disciples, just to make disciples.  
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To make a disciple requires an intentional effort to replicate our life and faith in 

another. Jesus made disciples, and his disciples made disciples, and those disciples 

made disciples on down the line. But do our “disciples” make disciples? Very, very 

rarely. For the most part, when our plan for making disciples is “come to these 

church activities,” then the only thing our disciples are able to do is tell people “come 

to this church activity.” While an inviting culture is incredibly important, we also want 

people to be able to do Great Commission work themselves.  

  
Changing our language to reflect the New Testament has helped to clarify this for 

our church. When we stopped asking “are we doing discipleship activities” and 

started asking “are we doing disciple-making activities” it became clear that while 

many of our activities provided real value in terms of spiritual growth, they could not, 

under any reasonable definition, be seen as a “disciple-making” activity. Jesus 

taught the crowds frequently; it was clearly valuable for him and valuable for them. 

But in the Gospels, the crowds are always distinct from the disciples.  

  

Key #1: Classes don’t make disciples. Small groups don’t make disciples. 

Cores don’t make disciples. Disciples make disciples.  

  
A key corollary, of course, is that a disciple could use a class, a small group, or 

almost any other setting to make disciples. But it’s the disciple who makes disciples 

that matters most. A disciple-maker in a position as a small group leader (for 

example) is a great thing. But how do we train small group leaders to be disciple-

makers? It’s a different skillset than “make people feel welcome in your home and 

facilitate a conversation using a curriculum.”  

  

BCC’s disciple-making plan is built around a simple idea: the church’s mission is to 

make disciples, but in order to accomplish that mission the church must focus on 

making disciple-makers. We have not and will not stop our “spiritual growth” 

activities like Bible studies, small groups, and so on. But part of our focus has shifted 

toward helping our people become reproducers, rather than trying to get people to 

attend all of our activities. This idea has both scriptural and practical support.  
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Scripturally, the most obvious example of this type of generational disciple-making 

comes from the Parable of the Four Soils. One of the few parables repeated in all 

three of the Synoptic Gospels, this passage is frequently misunderstood by mature 

Christians. The mark of “good soil,” Jesus says, is replication. Many Christians 

believe that they are good soil because they live righteous and godly lives as mature 

believers who do lots of church activities even if they’re not spreading the word 

themselves. But when we look carefully at the story, we realize that this is a 

description of the thorny soil, not the good soil.  

  
Others are the ones sown among thorns: They are those who hear the word, 
but worldly cares, the seductiveness of wealth, and the desire for other things 
come in and choke the word, and it produces nothing. But these are the 
ones sown on good soil: They hear the word and receive it and bear fruit, one 
thirty times as much, one sixty, and one a hundred.”  

Mark 4:18-20  
  

Moving outside the gospels, we see the same pattern in Paul’s charge to Timothy at 

the end of his second letter: “And entrust what you heard me say in the presence of 

many others as witnesses to faithful people who will be competent to teach others 

as well.” The Paul→Timothy→Faithful People→Others progression is what Paul 

envisions, and (so far as we can tell) Timothy performed.  

  
At a practical level, focusing on building disciple-makers instead of just building 

disciples has clear strategic advantages. The first is that it functions as an incredible 

leader-training system. A growing church never has enough leaders, and in fact a 

lack of leaders is one of the most common constraints of a growing church. Because 

leadership is critical, it’s equally critical that we disciple our leaders first. We simply 

cannot build a disciple-making church without building disciple-making leaders. How 

did Jesus train the leaders of the early church? Not by a class or a set curriculum, 

but by intentionally choosing people to invest in and then spending time with them 

and inviting them to share in his life.  

  
The second strategic advantage of this approach is that it lets us aim for our true 

goal of multiplication, not just addition. It takes away the squishy uncertainty of 

whether someone is “really” a disciple themselves, and replaces it with “are they 

making disciples?” It allows us to ask the relatively focused question “What do you 
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need in order to be a disciple-maker?” What knowledge, character, and skills does 

that job require? What follows is the way we have answered that question. After that, 

this paper will explain the vehicles we’ve built to equip and train our disciple-makers.  

  
Knowledge:  
The first question we must ask ourselves is “What do we need a disciple-maker to 

know in order to fulfill the Great Commission?” We came up with a relatively short 

list:  

1. Know God. In John 5:39-40, Jesus said of the Pharisees “You diligently 

search the Scriptures, but refuse to come to me.” We don’t want to make 

Pharisees. Because we can’t lead people where we haven’t been, our first 

priority for disciple-makers (and for any church leader) is a solid foundation 

with the Heavenly Father.  

2. Know Scripture. The love of Scripture should never overtake our love of 

God, but the plain reality is that God has primarily revealed himself to us 

through the trustworthy words of Scripture. We don’t need (or want) all 

leaders to be master exegetes with advanced degrees, but we do want all of 

our leaders to have at least a basic level of Scriptural literacy. More 

importantly, we believe that immersion in the Scripture trains us to recognize 

the voice and leading of God.  

3. Know Themselves. It’s difficult if not impossible to lead well over the long  

term without a clear understanding of oneself. Any training we build would 

need to include tools for self-examination and appraisal.  

4. Know Their Mission. Through implicit and explicit instruction, we want to 

help all disciple-makers see their part on God’s master plan.  

  
The role of scripture in disciple-making cannot be overstated. Many disciple-making 

courses available today use excellent content that is carefully curated to help people 

discover specific doctrines or beliefs. These can be very valuable! But there is no 

substitute for people diving into the Word for themselves. We must learn to rely on 

the Spirit of God and the Word of God. These, not well-marketed books, are the 

most critical parts of disciple-making.  
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Key #2: If you want to recognize the voice of God, you have to know the word 
of God.  
  
Character:  
The second question we have to ask is “What does a disciple-maker need to be in 

order to fulfill the Great Commission?” What is the character of a disciple-maker? 

We are trying to produce people that are worth imitating. While accepting that we will 

never be perfect, we should wrestle with the question “Would my followers be more 

like Jesus if they were more like me?”  

  
The key practices for building character are:  

1. Regular Self-Assessment. For true change to take place, we have to first 

take account of where we’re at. No one says it better than Alcoholics 

Anonymous: we must make “a searching and fearless moral inventory of 

ourselves.” This long hard look in the mirror is what upsets the status quo and 

drives the desire for change. People need to be led in self-assessment 

regularly if they are to continue growing.  

2. Confession. It’s unsettling to realize that one of the most famous passages 

on forgiveness starts with a conditional statement: First John 1:9 says “But if 

we confess our sins, he is faithful and righteous, forgiving us our sins and 

cleansing us from all unrighteousness.” The vulnerability of confession (to 

God but especially to another person) leads to change.  

3. Accountability. The final piece of the puzzle is accountability. It’s important  
that we see the things that need to change in our lives. It’s important that we 
confess those things to people we trust. However, it’s also important that we 
receive firm but gentle feedback to keep us moving on the path that we start 
down.  

  
None of these practices should be seen in isolation; they must be layered over the 

ones noted in the Knowledge section above. Knowing who Jesus is and to what he 

calls us is an important prerequisite. But the key is understanding that while 

knowledge is helpful, knowledge is not sufficient. Jesus had the most trouble with 

those that were the most knowledgeable about scripture. We don’t want to build 

Pharisees, who are full of knowledge but not full of the character of Jesus. At the 
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end of the day, character is the most likely “lid” for our leaders and disciple-makers. 

Growing in our character increases our leadership capacity.  

  
Key #3: Character finishes what competency starts.  
  
Skills:  
The last question we have to ask is “What must a disciple-maker be able to do  in 

order to fulfill the Great Commission?” What are the specific skills that we must pass 

on? Plenty of churches talk about “equipping” their congregation, using Paul’s word 

in Ephesians 4:11 as a starting point. But much of that “equipping” does not actually 

“equip.” People are equipped when they have the right equipment: the right tools to 

do the job. We often spend a lot of time teaching knowledge instead of teaching 

tools. This must change if we’re going to equip the people of God to do the work of 

God.  

  
We want our leaders to be able to:  

1. Hear God’s voice and change their behavior in response to his direction.  
2. Lead others well by using appropriate approaches for a given individual and 

situation.  

3. Establish healthy rhythms and priorities for our physical and spiritual life.  

  
Because Western society is moving more and more from a text-based culture to an 

image-based culture, we teach these tools as diagrams that can be easily drawn on 

a napkin, scrap paper, or white board.  

  
Key #4: People aren’t “equipped” until they have been given the tools to do the 
work.  
  
PART TWO: OUR APPROACH  
  

Our key vehicle for making disciple-makers is called Core. Note well, though, that 

Key #1 still applies. Cores don’t make disciples; disciples make disciples. Going 

through Core does not guarantee that someone becomes a disciple-maker, nor is 

someone required to go through Core before making disciples. Still, this is our best 
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attempt to put together a package of material to help people grow in the knowledge, 

character, and skills of a disciple-maker.  

  
Cores are not advertised, and there is nowhere to sign up. They are never 

mentioned from the stage on a Sunday morning, and you can’t find information 

about them by browsing the website. The only way to join a Core is to be invited into 

one by someone who has gone through the process themselves.  

  
Core takes thirty weeks to complete. That’s about the length of a school year. 

There’s no set “curriculum” in the traditional sense: no syllabus, no lesson plans, no 

worksheets with blanks to fill in. Yet there is a very clear progression of growth.  

  
Over the course of the thirty weeks, Core participants will read the entire New 

Testament, learn ten simple tools for use in their leadership and disciple-making, 

take weekly inventory of how God seems to be leading them, and more. It’s a high-

bar challenge: a fairly intense undertaking in a church culture where going to a once-

a-week small group seems like a big commitment. Yet we find very high levels of 

participation (people who are invited into a Core overwhelmingly say yes) and very 

low levels of attrition (people who join Cores don’t drop out).  

  
Before we discuss the structure of Core, let’s review the last three key ideas:  

1. If you want to recognize the voice of God, you have to know the word of God. 

(Up)  

2. Character finishes what competency starts. (In)  

3. People aren’t “equipped” until they have been given the tools to do the work. 

(Out)  

  
The Structure of Core  
  
One of the primary goals of Core is to help people move beyond being spiritually 

“fed” primarily through passively listening. This is not accomplished by teaching a 

curriculum about spiritual disciplines, but rather by helping them build regular 

spiritual habits into their lives. If someone goes through the thirty weeks of Core, the 

goal is that they will build “spiritual muscles” through healthy habits that will continue 

on.  
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The specific Core experience is built around three simple sets of practices:  

1. Engaging with Scripture (Up)  

2. Embodying our Beliefs (In)  

3. Equipping with Tools (Out)  

  
More will be said about the Up/In/Out progression later. For now, it’s enough to know 

that each of these sets of practices is repeated every week of Core.  

  
Core Practice #1: Engaging with Scripture  
  
Because we strongly believe that transformation is the work of the Holy Spirit,  

Core is first built on the regular practice of reading Scripture. This reading is not a 
“Bible Study” in the traditional sense, but instead is a thoughtful practice of drawing 
close to God by listening for his voice through the words of Scripture.  
  

We have found that this approach (making the Bible reading a reflective practice 

instead of an analytical one) levels the playing field among participants. There are 

many of our people who don’t read the Bible because it is intellectually intimidating. 

Every time they open it they’re aware of how little they know. This is an unnecessary 

obstacle, and one we overcome without ever directly talking about. The goal of the 

daily reading is to connect Scripture with our faith, not just our mind.  

  
If you were invited to join a Core, the single physical resource you would receive at 

the beginning is a Core New Testament. This self-printed copy of the New 

Testament is simply the New English Translation (NET), printed on regular 8½x11 

printer paper. It’s divided for daily reading (over 30 weeks), has large margins for 

writing notes and questions, and has the subheadings (which aren’t in the original 

text) removed.  

  
We also use a weekly teaching video (done by the Bible Project) that lines up with 

the scripture we’re reading that week. The goal of the videos is twofold: first, the 

videos really are excellent… some of the best Bible instruction available today. If a 

person simply keeps up with the daily reading and watches the weekly videos (less 

than ten minutes a week), they’ll come out of Core with an excellent grasp of the 
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New Testament: not just the books themselves, but the major themes, context, 

authors, and so on. Just as important as the content, though, is that using this 

“flipped classroom” model means that the Core Leader is not responsible for being a 

Bible instructor. “Not many should presume to be teachers,” Paul says, and this way 

we let the Core Leaders focus on the most important part of the Bible reading.  

  
As mentioned above, we are not reading the Bible primarily for information. We will 

find new information, certainly, but the true goal is to help people draw close to God 

through his Word. We believe that God speaks through the pages of Scripture, but 

we also believe that God is trying to lead us and guide us all the time. “My sheep 

know my voice,” Jesus says, and by immersing ourselves in Scripture daily we can 

learn to recognize how God is trying to lead us and what He is saying. If you want to 

recognize the voice of God, you have to know the word of God.  

  
When participants do daily reading on their own and then meet to talk about how 

God was leading them through the pages of Scripture, we find that it levels out the 

playing field in terms of Bible “experts” and Bible “novices.” When a weekly Core 

starts, people come ready to talk about what they’ve done that week.  

  
Core Practice #2: Embodying our Beliefs  
  
While reflecting on the week’s reading is a critical part of Core, it’s not what we do 

first. Instead, we begin each time with a short silence while we contemplate a list of 

“Character Questions” and look for a single one that speaks to what God seems to 

be doing in us at this time. A full list of Character Questions can be found at BCC’s 

Core website but include questions such as:  

● Am I pursuing intimacy with Jesus or avoiding it?  

● Do I sense God’s presence?  

● Am I resting enough?  

● Is my family happy?  

● Who am I praying for that is far from God?  

● Am I being generous?  
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This time of reflection, sharing, and accountability is the beginning to each week’s 

discussion and helps orient us towards the true goal: making our lives more closely 

reflect the One we follow. After this, we debrief the week’s Scripture reading. Again, 

the focus here is on reflecting on what God may be saying to us through his Word, 

rather than a more traditional exegetical study.  

  
Core Practice #3: Equipping with Tools  
  
After we’ve worked through our character questions and debriefed our weekly  

Scripture reading, the remainder of the time is spent working through one of ten 

“tools” that we teach all leaders. Each tool is simple enough to be drawn on a napkin 

but useful enough to give clear next steps in a given situation.  

  

1. The Learning Circle: What's God saying to me? What will I do about it?  

2. Invitation and Challenge: How do I calibrate just the right levels to help 

people reach breakthrough?  

3. Fruit to Root: Bad behavior comes from bad beliefs. What false beliefs about 

God need replacing with Gospel truth?  

4. The Three Circles: A simple way to share the Gospel story.  

5. The Five Capitals: How will I invest my financial, intellectual, physical, 

relational, and spiritual capital?  

6. The Semi-Circle: What are my patterns of rest and fruitfulness?  

7. The Triangle: How do I live a balanced life that helps us move up, in, and 

out?  

8. The Square: How do I use Situational Leadership to lead people no matter 

where they're at?  

9. The Arrow: How do I use a 5-step prayer model to effectively pray for others?  

10. PAUSE: How do I resolve conflict and make peace?  
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Obviously, over the course of thirty weeks, we cannot cover these tools in depth. 

The most significant ones will get two weeks of focused discussion; the less 

significant ones only a single week. But we have a large number of “toolbox weeks” 

where we practice using the tools to solve felt needs in the lives of Core participants. 

The goal here is to re-familiarize ourselves with the tools and how to apply them in 

different situations.  

  
Two or three uses of a tool is not enough to make anyone an expert. But for people 

who have never had these kinds of tools, a week or two of “This is a hammer and 

here’s how we use it” ends up being very helpful. What emerges is a kind of 

language that’s spoken by our leaders and disciple-makers; a way of quickly 

understanding each other. For more information about the specific tools, see the 

Tool Handbook on the Core website.  

   
This list of tools is not all-encompassing or exhaustive. We’ve considered changing 

out some of the tools or re-ordering them, and that may still happen in the future. But 

the concept of developing with tools is something we’re committed to and won’t 

move away from.  

  
Core Next Steps  
  
Following the Core, we have a one-night commissioning service for all of our  

Core “graduates.” This recasting of the Great Commission puts forward the question: 

“Jesus has called you to make disciples. How are you going to do that?” We offer 

four basic ways to response to this call.  

  

1. I commit to lead a Core. Our top choice would be that everyone who goes 

through Core leads a Core of their own. We know that not everyone will do 

this, but we want to set the bar high in terms of expectation.  

2. I commit to make disciples in my own context. This is what’s chosen by 

some of our very best disciple-makers. They’ve already built in rhythms of 

disciple-making in their jobs, lives, recreational activities, neighborhoods, and 

so on. We want to bless these activities and make sure these leaders are 

recognized for the Great Commission work they’re doing, even if it doesn’t fit 

cleanly or precisely with the church’s programming.  
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3. I commit to prepare my life for disciple-making. Some people just aren’t 

ready. Most people are more ready than they realize, and we’re very willing to 

take a chance and help people step up to new challenges. But sometimes 

what comes out of Core is an awareness of brokenness that had previously 

been hidden. We want to see reproduction, but we don’t want to reproduce 

bad fruit.  

 
Two Disclaimers  
  
This is an accurate summary of BCC’s current disciple-making plan (as of August 

2020).  

  
Our first disclaimer is this: Nothing in this document is meant to imply that we’ve 

arrived or that we’ve stopped learning. We are still very much a work in progress. 

The vehicles we’ve build will continue to evolve and change, but we expect our core 

values to remain. 

  
Our second disclaimer is simple: almost none of these ideas are original. We’ve 

borrowed heavily from a wide variety of thinkers, and are especially indebted to the 

work and thought of Robert Coleman, Bill Hull, Micah Odor, and Mike Breen. We 

know that other churches have developed similar ideas and may be doing this work 

better than we are; we applaud them and want to learn from them.  

 
  



1/2/19 13  

Final Thoughts  
  
This plan seems to be working in our culture and context, but it is not for everyone. 

Different churches will probably need different plans. If our own learnings can be 

useful to you, though, then we’re glad to share what we’ve learned. If you’re 

interested in learning more, here’s a short reading list that would build out the ideas 

of this white paper in more detail:  

  

● The Master Plan of Evangelism, by Robert Coleman.  

● The Disciple-Making Church, by Bill Hull.  

● Building a Disciple-Making Culture, by Mike Breen.  

  
If you would like to see BCC’s disciple-making materials, they can all be downloaded 

for free at our website:  

  
● www.bridgetownchurch.com/core 

  
If you have further questions, feel free to contact BCC.  


