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PREFACE—A MODERN DAY CATECHISM

The first part of The First Principles Series was produced over a decade ago, and they are
now being used in training over 400,000 leaders worldwide. They are being effectively
used in non-literate as well as highly educated church settings. How is that possible? The
reason: The series centers on the use of dialogue, the primary method used by Jesus and
Paul in developing leaders in the first century. When used by properly trained leaders, the
dialogue process can be transformational with non-literates as well as doctoral students
and with the churches they are shepherding.

Imagine a group of believers in a small, rural local church that is 70% non-literate, 20%
with about a 6th standard education, and only 10% with a Bible-college level education.
They gather around a First Principles booklet. The literate reads the passages, tells
background information and the storyline if needed, and then they all discuss the passage
together. First, what does it mean? Then, what does it mean to us? in our village? in our
community? in our families? Then imagine a small house church in a highly educated
Western setting, steeped in denominational tradition, trying to get back to “the way of
Christ and His Apostles.” This educational process—dialogue in community—has been
around for centuries and is key to establishing believers and churches in the faith in every
generation and in every culture.

Today, most Western materials are devoid of methods that create serious dialogue in
community. Instead, these materials employ a simple, individualistic approach of either
fill-in-the-blanks or have large amounts of academic (and inductive) Bible knowledge
with individualistic “personal applications” as the goal. New believers in the Global
South often move easily and quickly into our process, while those schooled in the West
struggle to begin to think together in community, having to shed their individualistic
personal insight approach. (Many times the oral learners are better thinkers!) And often
missionaries, used to spoon feeding the illiterate, struggle the most in entering into true
dialogue in community with the national brethren.

Christianity is shifting to the Global South as we enter the 21st century. Western
Christendom is dying, and we find ourselves again in a time like the apostolic age of the
Early Church. It is our prayer that this resource, a modern day didache (a catechetical
tool of the Early Church), will be used by the Spirit of God to train millions of leaders
worldwide who will then be able to establish their churches and believers in the teaching
of Christ, as delivered to His Apostles. In the West, our prayer is that this series will help
raise up a whole new generation of church planters and Antioch type churches to pioneer
vibrant, spontaneously-expanding church multiplication movements.

It is toward this end, and with an awareness of these changing times, that we dedicate
this series.

Jeff Reed,
October 2014
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BECOMING A DISCIPLE -
INTRODUCTION

The concept of becoming a disciple is central to the entire message and mission of Jesus
Christ. The term disciple is a very colorful word, painting a clear picture of what it
means to become a follower of Jesus Christ. After having been crucified and resurrected
from the dead, Jesus gave His followers—the disciples—a clear command: to go to

the whole world and make disciples. One of the clearest accounts of this command is
recorded in Matthew 28:19,20:

19) Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, 20) teaching them to observe all that | commanded
you; and lo, | am with you always, even to the end of the age.

In this command, Jesus laid out His mission for the church. The specific command was to
make disciples. What exactly does the term disciple mean? There are two main ideas in
the term disciple:

o A follower, an adherent
* A pupil, apprentice

The first aspect of disciple is that of becoming a follower, an adherent — becoming a
follower of a person and an adherent of his teaching. Secondly, it pictures one who is
a pupil, an apprentice. It therefore describes one who is learning the teaching. Both of
these ideas seem to be part of Jesus’ command.

In this command, Jesus also explains how to make disciples. He tells them to go, baptize,
and teach. They are to go—to take the message of Jesus Christ to all nations. They are to
baptize—to publicly identify the believers with Jesus, His teaching, and His community of
followers. They are to teach—to carefully apprentice them in the teachings of Jesus Christ.

This booklet is designed to take you through a simple process of examining the Bible
for yourself and carefully thinking through what it means to become a disciple of Jesus
Christ. It is also designed to bring you to a point of commitment, of fully embracing the
faith—the teachings of Jesus Christ.

Becoming a Disciple: First Principles of the Faith o5



In session one, we will study the gospel—the basic message that one must believe in
order to receive forgiveness of sins and become part of the family of God. Fully accepting
the gospel is the first step toward becoming a disciple. We will examine the second
step—baptism—in session two. In the third session, we will look at the essentials of the
teaching. The early followers of Christ referred to this teaching as the didache (Greek

for “the teaching”). The Apostles delivered this teaching, and each believer was to be
apprenticed in it. We will consider the importance of internalizing the teaching, in the
fourth session. The teaching was not just content to be learned, but was intended to shape
and transform the disciples’ lives. In the fifth session, the subject will be lifestyle issues—
how to live and relate in the world.

In one sense, becoming a disciple means to become a follower of Jesus Christ, which
starts with initial belief in the gospel. In a fuller sense, becoming a disciple means to
become a pupil, an apprentice of Jesus Christ and His teaching. An apprentice must
master the teaching of the master. So let’s begin the process of becoming true disciples.
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THE FIRST
PRINCIPLES SERIES

Becoming Established in Our Faith

It is absolutely critical that we become established in our faith. If we do not, all sorts of
strange teaching will fill our new faith with ideas that are far more compatible with our
culture or previous religion, than with the true Christian faith. The world is full of people
Satan can use to upset whole families and churches with “another gospel.”

Paul spent significant amounts of time making sure that his churches were established

in the faith. He visited them, sent team members, and sent letters to strengthen and
stabilize the churches. These letters became the heart of the New Testament. He
appointed leaders in the churches to see that the new churches stayed true to the
teaching of Christ, which he and the other Apostles received from Christ. He also had
the goal that every man would become mature in Christ (Colossians 1:29). To this end he
labored and spent his life.

We cannot expect to become mature in Christ unless we are established in the faith. But
most of us do not even know what that means or how to know if we are solidly established
in the faith. Most of us were not taken through an orderly (catechetical) training process
when we became Christians (Luke 1:1—4).

The First Principles Series is designed to be just such a process. Once you go through

The First Principles Series, if you do it in a serious and diligent way, you will be solidly
established in the faith, in the same process the Apostles used to establish the first
century church and Christians. And you will have a foundation in your life that will serve
you for a lifetime.

Becoming a Disciple: First Principles of the Faith o7



DESIGN OF THE
FIRST PRINCIPLES

Series I-I11

This booklet is part of a set of four booklets, which make up Series 1. The whole
collection, Series I-I11, totals thirteen booklets. They are all built around an idea found in
Pauls letter to the church at Colossae written almost 2000 years ago.

See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, according to
the tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the world, rather than according
to Christ. (Colossians 2:8)

The phrase the elementary principles is best translated “the first principles.” They are the
basic fundamentals that represent the first things that must be learned, upon which
everything else is built. If they are not carefully understood, everything else will be
distorted. The writer of the letter to the Hebrews understood this when he exhorted the
Hebrew Christians who were forgetting their newfound faith, in Hebrews 5:

11) Concerning him we have much to say, and it is hard to explain, since you have become
dull of hearing. 12) For though by this time you ought to be teachers, you have need again for
someone to teach you the elementary principles of the oracles of God, and you have come to
need milk and not solid food. 13) For everyone who partakes only of milk is not accustomed to
the word of righteousness, for he is a babe. 14) But solid food is for the mature, who because
of practice have their senses trained to discern good and evil.

The Hebrew Christians forgot the first principles of their faith. Once they became
Christians, their Jewish family members and friends put tremendous pressure on them
to return to Judaism and began challenging the basics of the Christian faith. It is clear
from this passage that it is impossible to move on toward maturity without carefully
understanding the first principles.

This series of booklets is designed to lead you through the first principles so that you can
build upon them and grow on toward maturity. In every generation of churches since the
time of the New Testament, believers were expected to learn these first principles. In the
Early Church, before new believers were accepted into the church, they needed to learn
the didache (“the teaching”). The Didache was a summary of the basic teaching of the New
Testament—the first principles. During the Reformation (1500’s), this teaching was called
catechism, again designed to help Christians master the first principles.
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Actually, the concept of first principles is important in every area of life. It is central to all
quality education. Almost 150 years ago, in the classic work The Idea of the University, John
Newman referred to a concept he called “pushing up the first principles.” According to
Newman, the purpose of a university is to teach the first principles of every discipline and
then to explore the full limits of those first principles—pushing the principles up through
all levels of research.

So it is with our Christian faith. Once we have mastered the first principles, we are able to
push them up through all areas of our lives. That is, we are ready to move on to maturity.
The First Principles Series is carefully designed to help you lay the foundation of your faith.

Whether you are a new believer, a believer who needs to have these first principles laid
carefully for the first time, or for whatever reason, need to have them laid afresh, do your
work carefully and you will reap a lifetime of benefits.

The First Principles

Series | Series llI

1. Becoming a Disciple 1. Handling the Word with Confidence
First Principles of the Faith First Principles of Bible Study

2. Belonging to a Family of Families 2. Unfolding the Great Commission
First Principles of Community Life First Principles from Acts

3. Participating in the Mission of the Church 3. Laying Solid Foundations in the Gospel

First Principles of Community Purpose First Principles from 1 & 2 Thessalonians
4. Cultivating Habits of the Heart 4. Catching God’s Vision for the Church
First Principles of Disciplined Living First Principles from Ephesians
Series | 5. Living in God's Household
1. Enjoying Your Relationship First Principles from the Pastorals
First Principles of Marriage

2. Passing on Your Beliefs
First Principles of Family Life

3. Envisioning Fruitful LifeWork
First Principles of Ministry

4. Building for Future Generations
First Principles of True Success

Becoming a Disciple: First Principles of the Faith 09



DESIGN OF THE
STUDY GUIDES

This series is designed to lead you through a learning process—a process designed to
teach you to think. This process is based upon the Hebrew wisdom model in the Bible
(the Bible’s educational literature) and on sound, contemporary, educational research.

It is used in all of BILD’s Bible studies, so once you have mastered the process it will
serve you for all of your future work in these and subsequent series. It will also provide a
natural study model that you can apply to all areas of your life.

The first five weeks, you will follow a four-step study process. The sixth week is a
summary session and final step. You will “pull together” all of your work from the first
five weeks into a final project and share it in your small group.

Consistent Study Process (CSP)

A Consistent Study Process (CSP) is used in these books to take you through a complete
learning cycle every time you study a passage or concept in the Scriptures. CSP can

also serve as a convenient reminder that Bible study is not ESP—we are not trying to
mystically experience the text, but to carefully and soundly study the text. There are four
basic steps to this process and one final step that integrates the work from the first four.

The First Five Weeks:

In the first five sessions of every First Principles study guide, the four basic steps will be
done each week: (1) Study the Scriptures, (2) Consult the Scholars, (3) Think Through
the Issues, and (4) Apply the Principles.

The importance of each step is explained below.

{]
7

557 Study the Scriptures

This step is foundational. We cannot begin exploring the issues of the Bible
without first understanding exactly what the passages mean. Discussion groups in which
everyone simply shares his opinion are disrespectful of the Scriptures, and therefore to
God. They are often merely a pooling of ignorance.

You will go through this same first step in every session, in every booklet. You will
begin with a passage to read, answer a few basic questions about the passage, and finally
summarize the core teaching of the passage.
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Your work in this step:

* Read the passage.

¢ Think through the questions.

e Summarize the core teaching of the passage.

Consult the Scholars

This step is very important as well, although it is not always highly valued
by Christians in our generation. God raises up teachers and scholars to serve in every
generation. These teachers can do great harm or great good to churches. We have
provided you with some solid, carefully chosen research—in nugget form—to stimulate
your thinking. These nuggets of research take two forms. One is a brief commentary on
the passage. The other consists of several short instructional quotes on the ideas related
to the core truths of the passage.

Your work in this step:

» Read and reflect on the brief commentary.
¢ Read and reflect on the key quotes.

¢ Record any insights from the readings.

l Think Through the Issues

&;{:j. This step is designed to help you think through the implications of the core

teaching of the passage that you have been studying. Unless we go through this process,
we can gloss over the significance of the core truths—the first principles of the faith. This
is best done in a small group where issues can be discussed thoroughly. Debate an issue in

light of the biblical text and try to come to one conclusion as a group. It is not a time for
airing opinions but for genuine interaction with the issues.

Your work in this step:

¢ Think through the issue before discussion.

¢ Record your initial thoughts on the issue before discussion.
e Discuss the issue in your small group.

¢ Record your final thoughts after the discussion.

§;§ Apply the Principles

v
IY//A This step brings the basic learning cycle to completion. It is not enough to
gain a clear grasp of an issue. It is not enough to accurately understand the core truths

Becoming a Disciple: First Principles of the Faith 11



of a passage or verse in the Bible. We must apply it to our lives. Applications should be
specific and related to the core truths of the passages studied.

Your work in this step:
¢ Think back through the first three steps.
¢ Design an application for your life.

The Sixth Week:

The last session in each study guide is the final step.

This step brings together the entire study process. In each of the first five
weeks, we moved through the 4-step Consistent Study Process (CSP). Now in the sixth
week, you will pull together all of your work and evaluate your whole life.

Too often today, we stop short of what is necessary to really change our lives. Thinking
through simple applications is very important as we study the Bible, but thinking through
our whole lives in light of these new truths is essential. The final step in the study process
requires that we rethink our entire lives in light of the truths we have been studying—that
we rearrange our worldview. We must allow the truths to reshape every aspect of our lives.

Your work in this step:

o Commit your heart—by reflection, personal journaling, and prayer.

¢ Commit your mind—by forming clear convictions and memorizing Scripture.
* Commit your life—by decisions, personal projects, and life habits.

Two Final Parts of the Study Guides:

Each study booklet contains two additional parts—a glossary and a lifelong
learning section.

Glossary of Key Biblical Terms and Concepts—The glossary is designed to help you
with important terms that you may have encountered for the first time in your study.
They are kept to a minimum in the guides, but it is not possible or preferable to remove
all terms with special meaning. New terms—especially biblical terms full of rich truths—
just have to be learned. To make this process easier, we have included a glossary.

Lifelong Learning—This final section introduces you to additional resources that you
may want to pursue. After completing a study guide, it is crucial that you do not view
yourself as finished. You must understand that you are laying foundations for a lifetime of
learning. Several resources are recommended for your further development.
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THE GOSPEL
MESSAGE ©

Embracing the gospel is the first step in becoming a disciple. The gospel literally means
“good news”—the good news of Jesus Christ. Before we can proceed in our Christian
faith, we must understand the gospel in its simplest form—the way the Apostles taught

it to the Early Church. We will begin this study booklet, Becoming a Disciple, by studying

a passage in Acts 10:34-48. This is one of Peter’s sermons; in fact, it is the very first

gospel presentation to the Gentiles (all non-Jewish people). This message by Peter is an
excellent example of the gospel that was proclaimed by the Apostles. The Early Church
referred to the gospel proclaimed as the kerygma (the New Testament Greek word for
“proclamation”). Before anyone was baptized and received into the churches, they needed
to understand the kerygma.

{{
T

'.‘ Study the Scriptures

READ THE PASSAGE: ACTS 10:34-48

Think Through the Questions:

1. What was the core content of the message that Peter preached? What exactly did he
say about Jesus?

2. What did Peter say they needed to do to have their sins forgiven?
Believe what?

3. What happened to them when they believed?

Becoming a Disciple: First Principles of the Faith 13



Summarize the Core Teaching of the Passage:

Write a paragraph, outline, annotate, or chart your conclusions— whatever best
communicates for you. Be sure to comment on the content of Peter's message,
especially concerning who Christ was and what was required for forgiveness of sins.

Core teaching of Acts 10:34-48

% Consult the Scholars

The following comments are designed to help you better understand the passage and to
stimulate your thinking on the implications of the teaching.

Read and Reflect on this Brief Commentary on Acts 10:34-48:

It is important to understand the context of Peter’s message in Acts. You may want to take
time to read the context—Acts 10:1-11:18. Up to this time in Acts, the gospel had only
gone out to the Jewish people in Jerusalem and eventually to the surrounding areas. About
40,000 had become Christians in Jerusalem, but there were still no Gentile believers.
This whole narrative about Cornelius, which began in Acts 10:1, is about the gospel going
to the Gentiles for the first time.
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Cornelius was a Roman (Gentile) military man who was a religious type. He looked
favorably on the Jewish people, even giving money to them. He genuinely sought to know
God. However, Peter was slow to take the gospel to the Gentiles, as were most of the
other church leaders. Therefore, God stepped in through a dream, directing Peter to go to
Cornelius’ house. When he got there, Cornelius asked to hear the gospel.

So what did Peter tell him? The essential facts Cornelius needed to know about
Jesus Christ:

+ Jesus was sent to Israel by God.

+ He went about doing good.

+ The Jews put Him to death—but God raised Him up.

» The Apostles saw Him, ate with Him, and He ordered them to preach this message.

+ He is the judge of the living and the dead—and all who believe (trust) in Him will have
their sins forgiven.

« All of this was predicted by the prophets in the Old Testament (over 300 prophecies
predicted the person and work of Jesus Christ in the Old Testament).

Every message in Acts given by Peter and Paul focused on the person and work of Jesus
Christ. This is what the Early Church called the kerygma—the proclamation. All who
believed in the proclamation were considered true believers.

The Gentiles in Cornelius’ house believed (inferred here, stated in Acts 11:17), received
the Spirit of God, and finally were baptized. The Spirit was given to those who believed
and came to live in them, as Jesus had promised in John 13-17. In this instance, the mark
of receiving the Spirit was speaking in tongues. God gave this same sign to the Jewish
believers when they received the Spirit in Acts 2. In this instance, this phenomenon—
speaking to someone in his own language, a language that the speaker did not know—was
a sign to the Jewish people of God, and was predicted in the Old Testament. This sign is
what helped convince them that the gospel was really going to the Gentiles (Acts 11:13-18).

What is clear from the passage? The message is clear—Jesus is the judge of all of life, and
He will forgive the sins of all who believe in Him. Once we believe, we receive the Spirit
of God. Then we need to be baptized, which is a sign of identifying with Christ and His
new believing community—the Church. In sessions 2 and 3 we will deal with the issue of
baptism and the work of the Spirit in our lives.

Becoming a Disciple: First Principles of the Faith 15



Read and Reflect on Key Quotes:

“...C. H. Dodd, one of the greatest New Testament scholars this century, has shown that
there was a basic pattern underlying the early preaching of the gospel. It was a rough
outline, which of course was not slavishly followed, but provided a basic structure for the
preachers to memorize and use as they thought fit. This pattern they used ran something
like this (consult Dodd’s book The Apostolic Preaching and Its Developments for the details).
‘The age of fulfillment has dawned, as the Scriptures foretold. God has sent His messiah,
Jesus. He died in shame upon a cross. God raised him again from the tomb. He is now
Lord, at God’s right hand. The proof of this is the Holy Spirit whose effects you see. This
Jesus will come again at the end of history. Repent, believe, and be baptized.™

This is taken from Michael Green’s book Evangelism Now & Then. Green is an Englishman
who has developed an expertise in evangelism and the Early Church.

In The Apostolic Preaching and Its Developments, by C. H. Dodd, there is a summary of the
Kerygma of Paul. Dodd compiled Paul’s teaching and wrote it in credal form:

“The prophecies are fulfilled, and the new Age is inaugurated by the coming of Christ.

He was born of the seed of David.

He died according to the Scriptures, to deliver us out of the present evil age.

He was buried.

He rose on the third day according to the Scriptures.

He is exalted at the right hand of God, as Son of God and Lord of quick and dead.

He will come again as Judge and Savior of men.”

This is basically what is recorded in the sermons in Acts and in the gospel summaries
in Paul’s letters to the churches. This is the essence of the gospel proclaimed by the
Apostles. If the early converts really believed this, you can see why it changed their

whole view of life.
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Record any insights from the brief commentary and quotes:

Think Through the Issues

Too often today, the gospel is presented in a way that is significantly different from how
it was presented in the New Testament. In our culture, we market everything—even the
gospel. To get people to buy it, we want to explain it in simple steps, often without the
entire picture. The questions below will guide you in thinking through and discussing
what it means to embrace the gospel in today’s world.

ISSUE: Your own reception of the gospel

Think Through the Issue Before Discussion:

1. How was the gospel first explained to you? Was it different from what you
have studied so far in this guide?

2. Did those who shared the gospel with you leave any parts out? Which ones?

3. Why do you think the Apostles included all of the elements they did in their
gospel proclamation?

4. When encountering the gospel, what might be possible effects of not getting
the whole picture?

Becoming a Disciple: First Principles of the Faith
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Record your initial thoughts on the issue before discussion:

Discuss the issue in your small group.

Record your initial thoughts on the issue after discussion:
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W

It is now time to respond to what you have studied and discussed. Take your time on

Apply the Principles

this section.

Think Back Through the First Three Steps.

Design an Application for Your Life.

Complete the assigned project and record any additional applications.

There are two aspects to the assigned project. The first part is to write your
summary of the gospel message. The second part is to record your testimony and
a commitment to share it with scmeone.

Becoming a Disciple: First Principles of the Faith 19



— continued

It is possible, at this point, that you may not be ready to receive the gospel. If that is the
case, here are several recommendations for your continued search.
1. Read the Gospel of John
2. Read one of the following books:
a. Mere Christianity, by C. S. Lewis
b. Loving God, by Charles Colson
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