12th July 2020

The Spiritual Growth of the Disciple of Christ
Genesis 25:19-34 | Psalm 119:105-112 | Romans 8:1-11| Matthew 13:1-23

But the seed falling on good soil refers to someone who hears the word and
understands it. This is the one who produces a crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty
times what was sown.” Matthew 13:23
Intro | At Hampton Court Palace, in England, one of the most famous grapevines in the world grows. It
was planted in 1768, and has therefore been growing for two hundred and fifty two years. The
circumference of its root is four metres. In 2001 the vine produced a bumper crop of three hundred and
eighty three kilograms of delicious grapes. It has had the best of expert care, and shows no sign of dying.
Such prolific growth reminds us of one of Jesus most well-known parables. It is an important one because
Mark records Jesus saying, “if you can’t understand the meaning of this parable, how will you understand
all the other parables.” (Mark 4:13)
Many of you already know this parable is about the seed of God’s word falling upon different kinds of
hearts. But, this parable is also regarded by many as a parable which describes spiritual growth.
As we continue into the next chapter of Romans, we see Paul’s excitement explode into his most dramatic
announcement about the amazing freedom of life in the Spirit.
So, today we are going to start looking at Jesus’ parable of the scattered seed, then move into Paul’s
continuing discussion about the difference between the mind of the Spirit and the mind of the flesh. As we
do we’ll see that both are talking about the spiritual growth of the disciple of Christ.
We will learn that just like the magnificent Hampton Palace Vine grew from a tiny seed, or, a tiny baby
grows from a seed in the womb to a fully developed adult and parent … the life of the disciple of Christ is
set on a trajectory of growth, from infancy to maturity.
The five stages of Spiritual Growth
Over the coming weeks we’ll look at the five stages of growth in the life of a disciple of Christ. Today, we’ll
just look at the first two: Spiritual death and birth into spiritual life.
Yes, I’m aware you may have heard it before. But, we must go back to the basics before we can progress
on towards learning about spiritual childhood and parenthood.
Let’s start by thinking about seed. Although it’s tiny, it contains everything necessary to produce a whole
vine laden with fruit.
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Every seed is, in fact, a miracle – and the farmer, in the parable, is the one who holds the miracle lifegiving seed. And he scatters the seed – the message of the Kingdom – everywhere he goes.
Point 1 | Spiritual growth centres around us ensuring our heart is fertile ground enabling the
seed of the Word of God to grow through the work of the Spirit.
Although the seed of the Word of God has within itself the power to grow, the ground upon which the first
group of seeds fell was hard footpath. Imagine seed falling upon hard compacted ground and you
immediately imagine the seed landing and barely having a chance to penetrate the ground.
This is the person who is spiritually dead. Their ears hear the message of the gospel, however, because of
the hardness of their heart, they are unable to understand it, and it is quickly snatched from their heart, by
the evil one, before it is able to put down any roots (Matthew 13:4,19).
In the same way, the discipleship journey begins when a person who was spiritually dead hears the
message of the Gospel. However, instead of the enemy snatching away the word, they respond by
allowing the seed to penetrate their heart and tiny roots begin to grow. From this early point, they also
receive God’s life-giving Spirit.
Any gardener knows, as soon as you plant seeds you need to water the ground. The Holy Spirit is like
essential water needed for the seed to grow. At the same time, the entry of the Spirit, causes their dead
heart to be cut away, and the Spirit of God takes residency, joining with their own personal spirit to make a
new spiritually alive person (Romans 2:29, 2 Corinthians 5:17).
Now, in their heart they are a new creation, a forgiven person, like a newborn baby. They have been
given new life, through the gift of the Spirit, and the tiny seed of the Word of God immediately begins to
grow.
Paul describes it this way, his excited acclamation:
“… there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, 2 because through Christ
Jesus the law of the Spirit who gives life has set you free from the law of sin and death.” (v12)
Transition | Now, we arrive at the second stage in the discipleship journey, the spiritual infant.
Point 2 | The infant believer has many characteristics of a new-born infant – their hearts are
filled with rocks, and their minds are controlled by their physical needs.
Most of you have been around a new-born baby, so it is not hard to recognise their unique characteristics.
One of the biggest is they demand a lot of attention, demand a lot of patience, and demand the care of a
more mature disciple to look after them.
Why? Because they are just beginning to learn about how to live in this new spiritual world. They need to
be taught how to feed themselves, how to clothe themselves with God’s garments of righteousness, and
they need to be taught that sometimes they need to wait before getting what they want.
This brings us to a term which Paul uses in today’s passage. Paul, highlights the characteristics of the
spiritual infant: they are driven by their physical and emotional needs. In verse five he writes,
“Those who live according to the flesh have their minds set on what the flesh desires (Romans
8:5).
Let’s look a bit more closely at what Paul means: “to live according to the flesh” or “have your mind set on
what the flesh desires?”
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To live according to the flesh means the person is living to satisfy their own desires and wants. They are
still lord of their life, they are still the boss, they are still looking out for themselves as number one.
Illustration | When a baby is hungry it will cry as though their life depended upon it. They don’t stop
crying until their physical needs are met. If they are uncomfortable, they’ll cry, if they have wind, they cry,
if they can’t get to sleep, they cry, if they can’t see their mum or dad, they cry …. They are demanding
little critters aren’t they!
In the same way, spiritual infants or babies are totally driven by their own needs and wants.
But, Paul highlights another dimension of infancy, because he knows it is a weakness we, even those of us
who are not spiritual infants, often fall into. When Paul refers to ‘the mind of the flesh’ he is also talking
about our tendency to depend on our own strength and effort to make things happen which only the Spirit
of God can accomplish.
We talked about this last week, one of our struggles against sin is failing to admit our inability to defeat sin
on our own. We keep striving to achieve righteousness in our own strength, for then we have something
to boast about.
That’s why, John Piper believes that when Paul speaks of ‘flesh’ he is talking about any human action or
achievement which is attempted without dependence upon the Holy Spirit and without glorifying, exalting,
trusting, treasuring, and valuing Jesus Christ.”1
Constantly giving into the demands of our flesh or our sinful nature leads to a heart that is like shallow,
rocky soil, with little room for the roots of God’s Word to grow. ‘The seed in these hearts’, Jesus says,
‘wither quickly, as the sun comes out and dries it.’ Later, Jesus explains, ‘when the harsh sun rises,
representing trouble and persecution, the plant shrivels and dies.’ (v6, 21)
Transition | The process of digging out all the rocks and hardened soil crowding our hearts, is the process
of learning how to actively choose which mindset we will allow to dominate our thought-life.
Application | The pathway to maturity is learning to guard our heart, ensuring our thoughts
are focussed on what pleases the Spirit of God.
Paul writes, “ Those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the
Spirit desires.” (v 5)
The process of moving from spiritual infancy to childhood, involves learning to discipline our thought-life.
Wisdom teaches us, “above all else, guard your heart, for everything you do flows from it.” (Proverbs 4:23)
You’ve probably heard this before: Watch your thoughts for they become words. Watch your words for
they become actions. Watch your actions for they become habits. Watch your habits for they become your
character. And watch your character for it becomes your destiny. What we think, we become.
Paul gives much attention to the importance of taking control of our thought-life (Psalm 119:148, Luke
6:45, Romans 12:2, Philippians 4:8, 2 Timothy 1:7, 2 Corinthians 10:5, Colossians 3:2-5).
Why? Because the pathway from infancy to maturity involves re-orientating our lives towards God’s mission
in the world and the work His Spirit is undertaking. As we become more aware of the Spirit’s presence, we
grow in our ability to trust Him to guide us and convict us in the areas that need growth and
transformation.
The Spirit’s work in our heart becomes like a spade digging up and turning the soil, making it rich and
nutritious – the perfect environment for the roots of the word of God to grow deeply, and the fruit of the
Spirit to produce a bountiful harvest in our lives.
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https://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/what-does-it-mean-to-live-in-the-flesh
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The Stages of Spiritual Growth of
the Disciple of Christ
(by Jim Putman, Real Life Ministries)

Spiritual growth is a natural part of the discipleship journey, with five distinct stages of a growth. Read
through the 5 stages and see if you can identify which stage best describes your current progress. The
following descriptions will help you identify the different stages.
Stage 1: Spiritually Dead: People in this stage have not yet accepted Christ as Lord and Saviour. They
may completely reject God, they may be seeking God, they may be “spiritual’, they may even claim to
know God or be a Christian, when in reality, they are their own god.
Traits: They are… broken, lost and unaware of it, living out their feelings,
Phrases They Might Say… “I believe there are many ways to Heaven.”
“I’m a good person.”
“I think there may be a higher power.”
“Jesus was a historical person, perhaps a prophet or good teacher.”
Stage 2: Spiritual Infant: In this stage, people have accepted Christ, but haven’t moved much past that
point. They can be new believers or they might be stagnant, long-time Christians. Life is generally all about
them and their needs.
Traits: They are the lord of their life, confused about what truth is. Or awaking in their desire to learn the
truth about who Jesus is. Is in constant need of an older Christian to look after them, and remind them of
foundational truths.
Phrases They Might Say…“Christians are hypocrites.”
“I’m a good person, a loving God would never send me to Hell.”
“The Church just wants my money.”
“Work and hobbies are really important to me. I’m too busy for a small group.”
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Stage 3: Spiritual Child: In this stage, people are growing in their relationship with God and are also
beginning to grow in their relationship with other believers. They are applying God’s Word in their life and
allowing others to walk beside them in their journey following Christ. However, it’s still mostly about them
– their needs, comfort, etc.
Traits: They are growing in their relationship with God, building relationships with other believers,
developing habits of Bible study and prayer, plugging into relational environments for the purpose of
discipleship (small groups), giving of their time and money.
Phrases They Might Say… “I love my church because I feel like I belong.”
“My small group is great! They make me feel welcome.”
“I’m upset about having to branch our small group. I just started making friends.”
Stage 4: Spiritual Young Adult: In this stage, people are making a big shift from being self-centred to
more others-centred. They’re beginning to understand their role as a giver, rather than a taker –
ministering to others, putting others first – being doers of the Word.
Traits: They are becoming less self-centred and more others-centred, beginning to see themselves as
ministers, tithing and giving of their time from a place of thankfulness and love, understanding the
Kingdom purpose of branching their small group.
Phrases They Might Say… “I’m going got visit Bob in the hospital tonight rather than going to the
movies.”
“I’m going to ask Mavis if she’d like to attend church, as she can’t driver herself.”
“The small group I’m part of is doing really well, but we’re getting large and need to find someone to lead
a new group.”
Stage 5: Spiritual Parent: The Parent has a solid understanding of God’s Word and a deep, abiding
relationship with the Father. They are living out God’s Word in their lives daily. They are others-centred
and God-dependent. They are able to reproduce mature disciples of Christ by inviting others to follow them
as they follow Christ.
Traits: They are mature disciples of Jesus, but continually growing and developing in their personal
relationship with God and as a disciple of Jesus Christ. Skilled at assessing where others are in the
discipleship process and get personally involved to help them grow and develop. Understanding their role
as one who needs to intentionally invest in others – making disciples who can make disciples. Becoming a
coach who develops other players/leaders.
Phrases They Might Say… “I’m taking Steve with me the next time I visit Bob in the hospital to help him
learn how to minister to others.”
“I have a couple good potential leaders in my home group that I’m going to personally invest in.”
“Larry is a fine home group leader, and he has really matured in his faith. I’m going to ask him to pray
about becoming a coach.”
Having identified the 5 stages of the spiritual growth of a disciple, we must emphasize this assessment is
not a way of designating one believer as more valuable than another. It’s very important disciple-makers
and disciples understand the difference between value and usefulness. While a mature Christian is more
useful to the purpose of the Lord and the church than a spiritual infant or child, he or she is not more
valuable. Determining someone’s level of spiritual development is done purely for the sake of knowing
how and where to lead them in their journey. It is not to be used as a weapon to judge, but a tool to help
us grow as a disciple, and assist us to grow others in their discipleship journey.
REFLECTION
1. Ask the Spirit of God to highlight which stage you are in.
2. Once you have identified the corresponding stage relative to your growth, consider and write down
what you believe your next steps should be.
3. Many things demand our attention. Based on the time and money you spend, what are your chief
priorities? How have you invested your time and resources into your spiritual growth. What attention
are you giving to making new disciples?
4. Are there particular skills you feel you need to develop in order to be more effective in making
disciples? What are they? Strategize for a moment on how you might attain the competencies or skills
needed to be more effective in making disciples. Plan to tackle just one.
5. Write out a prayer to God asking for His help in not only bringing clarity to where you are in your
spiritual growth but also how you might help others along as well.
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PARENT
YOUNG
ADULT
CHILD
INFANT
DEAD
Traits: They are…
broken, lost and
unaware of it, living
out their feelings,
Phrases They
Say…
“I believe there are
many ways to
Heaven.”
“I’m a good person.”
“I think there may
be a higher power.”
“Jesus was a
historical person,
perhaps a prophet
or good teacher.”

SPIRITUALLY DEAD
People in this stage have
not yet accepted Christ as
Lord and Saviour. They
may completely reject
God, they may be seeking
God, they may be
“spiritual”, they may even
claim to know God or be a
Christian, when in reality,
they are their own god.

Traits: They are the
lord of their life,
confused about what
truth is. Or awaking in
their desire to learn
the truth about who
Jesus is. Is in constant
need of an older
Christian to look after
them, and remind
them of foundational
truths.
Phrases Might Say…
“Christians are
hypocrites.”
“I’m a good person,
a loving God wouldn’t
send me to Hell.”
“The Church just
wants my money.”
“Work and hobbies are
really what’s important
SPIRITUAL INFANT
In this stage, people
have accepted Christ,
but haven’t moved
much past that point.
They can be new
believers or they might
be stagnant, long-time
Christians. Life is
generally all about them
and their needs.

Traits: They are
growing in their
relationship with God,
building relationships
with other believers,
developing habits of
Bible study and prayer,
plugging into relational
environments for the
purpose of discipleship
(small groups), giving
their time and money.

Traits: They are
becoming less selfcentred and more
others-centred,
beginning to see
themselves as
ministers, tithing and
giving of their time
from a place of
thankfulness and love,
understanding the
Kingdom purpose of
branching their small
group.

Phrases They Say…
“I’m going got visit Bob
in the hospital tonight
Phrases they Say…
rather than going to
“I love my church
the movies.”
because I feel like I
“I’m going to ask Mavis
belong.”
if she’d like to attend
“I’m upset about having
church, as she can’t
to branch our small
driver herself.”
group. I just started
“The small group I’m
making friends.”
part of is doing really
“Work and hobbies are
well, but we’re getting
really important to me.
large and need to find
I’m too busy for a small
someone to lead a new
group.”
group.”
SPIRITUAL CHILD: In

this stage, people are
growing in their relationship
with God and are also
beginning to grow in their
relationship with other
Christians. They are applying
God’s Word in their life and
allowing others to walk
beside them in their journey
following Christ. However,
it’s still mostly6about them

SPIRITUAL YOUNG
ADULT: In this stage,
people are making a big
shift from being selfcentred to more others
centred. They’re
beginning to understand
their role as a giver,
rather than a taker –
ministering to others,
putting others first –
being doers of the Word.

Traits: They are
mature disciples of
Jesus, but continually
growing and
developing in their
personal relationship
with God and as a
disciple of Jesus Christ.
Skilled at assessing
where others are in
the discipleship
process and get
personally involved to
help them grow and
develop.
Understanding their
role as one who needs
to intentionally invest
in others – making
disciples who can
make disciples.
Becoming a coach who
develops other
leaders.
Phrases They Say…
“I’m taking Steve with
me the next time I
visit Bob in the
hospital to help him
learn how to minister.”
“I have a couple good
potential leaders in my
home group that I’m
going to invest in.”
SPIRITUAL PARENT:
The Parent has a solid
understanding of God’s
Word and a deep, abiding
relationship with the
Father. They are living out
God’s Word in their lives.
They are others-centred
and God-dependent. They
are able to reproduce
mature disciples of Christ
by inviting others to follow
them as they follow Christ.

