
“9Marks, as a ministry, has taken basic biblical teaching about the church and put it into 
the hands of pastors. Bobby, by way of these study guides, has taken this teaching and 
delivered it to the person in the pew. I am unaware of any other tool that so thoroughly 
and practically helps Christians understand God’s plan for the local church. I can’t wait 
to use these studies in my own congregation.”

Jeramie Rinne, Senior Pastor, South Shore Baptist Church, Hingham, 
Massachusetts

“Bobby Jamieson has done local church pastors an incredible service by writing these 
study guides. Clear, biblical, and practical, they introduce the biblical basis for a healthy 
church. But more importantly, they challenge and equip church members to be part of 
the process of improving their own church’s health. The studies work for individual, 
small group, and larger group settings. I have used them for the last year at my own 
church and appreciate how easy they are to adapt to my own setting. I don’t know of 
anything else like them. Highly recommended!”

Michael Lawrence, Senior Pastor, Hinson Baptist Church, Biblical Theology in the 
Life of the Church

“This is a Bible study that is actually rooted in the Bible and involves actual study. In 
the 9Marks Healthy Church Study Guides series a new standard has been set for per-
sonal theological discovery and corresponding personal application. Rich exposition, 
compelling questions, and clear syntheses combine to give a guided tour of ecclesiol-
ogy—the theology of the church. I know of no better curriculum for generating under-
standing of and involvement in the church than this. It will be a welcome resource in 
our church for years to come.”

Rick Holland, Senior Pastor, Mission Road Bible Church, Prairie Village, Kansas

“In America today we have the largest churches in the history of our nation, but the 
least amount of impact for Christ’s kingdom. Slick marketing and finely polished vision 
statements are a foundation of sand. The 9Marks Healthy Church Study Guides series 
is a refreshing departure from church-growth materials, towards an in-depth study of 
God’s Word that will equip God’s people with his vision for his Church. These study 
guides will lead local congregations to abandon secular methodologies for church 
growth and instead rely on Christ’s principles for developing healthy, God-honoring 
assemblies.”

Carl J. Broggi, Senior Pastor, Community Bible Church, Beaufort, South Carolina; 
President, Search the Scriptures Radio Ministry

“Anyone who loves Jesus will love what Jesus loves. The Bible clearly teaches that Jesus 
loves the church. He knows about and cares for individual churches and wants them to 
be spiritually healthy and vibrant. Not only has Jesus laid down his life for the church 
but he has also given many instructions in his Word regarding how churches are to live 
and function in the world. This series of Bible studies by 9Marks shows how Scripture 
teaches these things. Any Christian who works through this curriculum, preferably 
with other believers, will be helped to see in fresh ways the wisdom, love, and power of 
God in establishing the church on earth. These studies are biblical, practical, and acces-
sible. I highly recommend this curriculum as a useful tool that will help any church 
embrace its calling to display the glory of God to a watching world.”

Thomas Ascol, Senior Pastor, Grace Baptist Church of Cape Coral, Florida; 
Executive Director, Founders Ministries
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INTRODUCTION

What does the local church mean to you?
Maybe you love your church. You love the people. You love the 

preaching, the singing. You can’t wait to show up on Sunday, and 
you cherish fellowship with other church members throughout the 
week. 

Maybe the church is just a place you show up to a couple times a 
month. You sneak in late, duck out early. 

We at 9Marks are convinced that the local church is God’s plan 
for displaying his glory to the nations. And we want to help you catch 
and live out that vision, together with your whole church. 

The 9Marks Healthy Church Study Guides are a series of six- or 
seven-week studies on each of the “nine marks of a healthy church” 
plus one introductory study. These nine marks are the core con-
victions of our ministry. To provide a quick introduction to them, 
we’ve included a chapter from Mark Dever’s book What Is a Healthy 
Church? with each study. We don’t claim that these nine marks are 
the most important things about the church or the only important 
things about the church. But we do believe that they are biblical and 
therefore are helpful for churches. 

So, in these studies, we’re going to work through the bibli-
cal foundations and practical applications of each one. The ten 
studies are:

Built upon the Rock: The Church (the introductory study)
Hearing God’s Word: Expositional Preaching
The Whole Truth about God: Biblical Theology 
God’s Good News: The Gospel 
Real Change: Conversion
Reaching the Lost: Evangelism 
Committing to One Another: Church Membership 
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Guarding One Another: Church Discipline
Growing One Another: Discipleship in the Church
Leading One Another: Church Leadership

Each session of these studies takes a close look at one or more 
passages of Scripture and considers how it applies to the life of the 
whole church. So, we hope that these studies are equally appropriate 
for Sunday school, small groups, and other contexts where a group 
of anywhere from two to two-hundred people can come together 
and discuss God’s Word. 

These studies are mainly driven by observation, interpreta-
tion, and application questions, so get ready to speak up! We also 
hope that these studies provide opportunities for people to reflect 
together on their experiences in the church, whatever those experi-
ences may be. 

When Jesus called Peter and Andrew to leave their fishing gear 
and follow him, he called them to a whole new life. And when Jesus 
calls each of us to be his disciple, he calls us to a whole new life. 

Following Jesus means listening to him, watching him, and fol-
lowing in his footsteps. It means hating what Jesus hates and loving 
what Jesus loves. 

It also means helping others to do the same. After his resurrec-
tion Jesus commanded his disciples to go and make more disciples, 
teaching them to obey everything Jesus commanded. 

And, as we will see throughout this study, God intends the local 
church to be the main context for disciple making. God established 
the church to affirm disciples, oversee disciples, and raise up more 
disciples.

All of this is possible because of what Jesus has already done for 
us. He has paid the penalty for our sins. He has reconciled us to God. 
Through our union with his death and resurrection, we have a new 
life, a new self. Before, we were rebels. Now, we’re glad subjects of 
the King of kings, and we love to do what he commands. 

This study, then, focuses on growing in Christ and helping oth-
ers do the same—in local churches. We’ll consider:
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The need for discipleship
The definition of discipleship
The motivations of discipleship
The means of discipleship
The enemy of discipleship
The end of discipleship

Are you striving to grow in Christ and to help others do the 
same? Our prayer is that this study will help you to do that more and 
more faithfully. 
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AN IMPORTANT MARK  
OF A HEALTHY CHURCH:  
BIBLICAL DISCIPLESHIP  
AND GROWTH

by Mark Dever

(Originally published as chapter 12 of What Is a Healthy Church?)

An important mark of a healthy church is a pervasive concern for 

church growth as growth is prescribed in the Bible. That means 

growing members, not just numbers.

Some today think that a person can be a “baby Christian” for a 

whole lifetime. Growth is treated as an optional extra for zealous 

disciples. But growth is a sign of life. If a tree is alive, it grows. If an 

animal is alive, it grows. Being alive means growing, and growing 

means increasing and advancing, at least until death intercedes.

Paul hoped the Corinthians would grow in their faith (2 Cor. 

10:15), and that the Ephesians would “grow up into him who is the 

Head, that is, Christ” (Eph. 4:15 niv; cf. Col. 1:10; 2 Thess. 1:3). Peter 

exhorted his readers, “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, 

so that by it you may grow up in your salvation” (1 Peter 2:2 niv).

It is tempting for pastors and even some members to reduce 

their churches to manageable statistics of attendance, baptisms, 

giving, and membership. This kind of growth is tangible. Yet such 

statistics fall far short of the true growth that the New Testament 

authors describe and that God desires.
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GROWTH IN HOLINESS
How do we know when Christians are growing in grace? We don’t 

ultimately know from the fact that they’re excited, use lots of reli-

gious language, or have a growing knowledge of Scripture. Just 

because they exhibit an increased love for the church or display 

confidence in their own faith isn’t determinative either. We can’t 

even be sure Christians are growing because they appear to have an 

outward zeal for God. All these may be evidences of true Christian 

growth. At the same time, one of the most important and commonly 

overlooked signs of growth that must be observed is increasing 

holiness rooted in Christian self-denial (see James 2:20–24; 2 Pet. 

1:5–11). The church should be marked by a vital concern for this 

kind of increasing godliness in the lives of its members.

Neglecting holiness, like neglecting church discipline, results 

in hard-to-grow disciples. In churches where unholy behavior goes 

unchecked, disciples become confused and unclear about the life 

that is honoring to Christ. It’s like a garden where the weeds are 

never pulled or good things are never planted.

WHAT GROWTH DOES AND DOESN’T LOOK LIKE
The church has an obligation to be God’s means of growing people 

in grace. Mature, holiness-seeking influences in a covenant commu-

nity of believers can be tools in God’s hand for growing his people. 

As God’s people are built up and grow together in holiness and self-

giving love, they should improve their ability to administer disci-

pline and to encourage discipleship.

When you peer into the life of a church, the growth of its mem-

bers can show up in all sorts of ways. Here are a few possibilities:

Growing numbers being called to missions—“I’ve enjoyed shar-
ing the gospel with my neighbors from South America. I wonder if 
God is calling me to. . . . ”
Older members getting a fresh sense of their responsibility in 
evangelism and in discipling younger members—“Why don’t you 
come over for dinner?”
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Younger members attending the funerals of older members out of 
love—“As a single man in my twenties, it was so good to be taken 
in by Mr. and Mrs. . . . ”
Increased praying in the church and more prayers centered on 
evangelism and ministry opportunities—“I’m starting an evan-
gelistic Bible study at work and I’m a little nervous. Would the 
church pray that. . . . ”
More members sharing the gospel with outsiders.
Less reliance among members on the church’s programs and more 
spontaneous ministry activities arising from members—“Pastor, 
what would you think if Sally and I organized a Christmas tea for 
the ladies in the church as an evangelistic opportunity?”
Informal gatherings among church members characterized by 
spiritual conversation, including an apparent willingness to con-
fess sin while simultaneously pointing to the cross—“Hey brother, 
I’m really struggling with. . . . ”
Increased and sacrificial giving—“Honey, how can we cut fifty dol-
lars from our monthly budget in order to support. . . . ”
Increased fruits of the Spirit.
Members making career sacrifices so that they can serve the 
church—“Did you hear that Chris turned down a promotion three 
times so that he could continue devoting himself to being an 
elder?”
Husbands leading their wives sacrificially—“Honey, what are sev-
eral things I can do to make you feel more loved and understood?”
Wives submitting to their husbands—“Sweetheart, what are some 
things I can do today that will make your life easier?”
Parents discipling their children in the faith—“Tonight let’s pray 
for Christian workers in the country of. . . . ”
A corporate willingness to discipline unrepentant and public sin.
A corporate love for an unrepentant sinner shown in the pursuit 
of him or her before discipline is enacted—“Please! If you get this 
message, I would love to hear from you.”

These are just a few examples of the kind of church growth for 
which Christians should pray and work. Will healthy churches grow 
in size? They often do, because they present an attractive witness to 
the gospel. But we should not assume they must. Sometimes God 
has other purposes, such as calling his people to patience. Our focus 
must remain on faithfulness and true spiritual growth.
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And what’s the cause of such growth? Expositional Bible preach-
ing. Sound biblical theology. Gospel-centeredness. And a biblical 
understanding of conversion, evangelism, membership, discipline, 
and leadership!

But if churches are places where only the pastor’s thoughts are 
taught, where God is questioned more than he is worshiped, where 
the gospel is diluted and evangelism perverted, where church mem-
bership is made meaningless, and a worldly cult of personality is 
allowed to grow up around the pastor, then one can hardly expect to 
find a community that is either cohesive or edifying. Such a church 
will not glorify God.

GOD GLORIFIED BY GROWTH
When we encounter a church composed of members growing in 
Christlikeness, who gets the glory? God does, because, as Paul said, 
“God made it grow. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is 
anything, but only God, who makes things grow” (1 Cor. 3:6b–7 niv; 
cf. Col. 2:19).

Likewise, Peter concludes his second letter to a group of early 
Christians, “Grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ. To him be glory both now and forever! Amen” 
(2 Pet. 3:18 niv). We might think that our growth will bring glory 
to ourselves. But Peter knew better: “Live such good lives among the 
pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see 
your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us” (1 Pet. 2:12 
niv). Peter obviously remembered Jesus’s words: “Let your light 
shine before others, that they may see your good deeds and [praise 
you?” No! “. . . And] praise your Father in heaven” (Matt. 5:16 niv). 
Working to promote Christian discipleship and growth is another 
mark of a healthy church.
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WEEK 1  
THE NEED FOR 
DISCIPLESHIP

GETTING STARTED
1. What was the last experience you had that showed you that you still have a lot 
to learn, whether at home, at work, in church, or in any other area of life?

This whole study is going to focus on discipleship. To be a dis-
ciple is to be a student, someone who learns from and imitates his 
teacher. As disciples of Jesus Christ, we are all called to continually 
learn from him and follow him in every area of life. 

Practically speaking, this means that we need to realize that dis-
cipleship is a lifelong process. In this life, none of us is a finished 
product. We all need to continually progress as disciples.  

MAIN IDEA
None of us is perfect. We all need to grow as disciples of Christ. 

DIGGING IN
In Philippians 3:8–11, Paul exclaims that everything that once 
caused him to be proud he now considers to have been a waste of 
time because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ. He then 
explains why he has gladly lost all of that and more: it’s allowed him 
to know Christ, to share in his sufferings, and to attain to the resur-
rection from the dead. 

But in case anyone might think that Paul was saying that he had 
become perfectly mature, Paul continues:

12 Not that I have already obtained this or am already perfect, but 
I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me 
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his own. 13 Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. 
But one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and straining for-
ward to what lies ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal for the prize 
of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. 15 Let those of us who are 
mature think this way, and if in anything you think otherwise, God 
will reveal that also to you. 16 Only let us hold true to what we have 
attained.

17 Brothers, join in imitating me, and keep your eyes on those 
who walk according to the example you have in us. 18 For many, of 
whom I have often told you and now tell you even with tears, walk 
as enemies of the cross of Christ. 19 Their end is destruction, their 
god is their belly, and they glory in their shame, with minds set on 
earthly things. 20 But our citizenship is in heaven, and from it we 
await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, 21 who will transform our lowly 
body to be like his glorious body, by the power that enables him even 
to subject all things to himself. (Phil. 3:12–21)

1. What does Paul say that he is not, and that he has not yet done (vv. 12–13)? 

2. If this is how the apostle Paul viewed himself, what does that say about what 
our own attitudes toward ourselves should be?

3. What reason does Paul give for why he presses on to obtain a deeper knowl-
edge of Christ (v. 12)? 

4. What does this teach us about the basis and motivation for our growth as 
Christians?

5. What is the one thing that Paul does do (vv. 13–14)? 

6. What kind of imagery does Paul use in verses 13 and 14? What does it remind 
you of? What does this teach us about the kind of effort we should spend on grow-
ing as Christians?

7. Whom does Paul instruct us to imitate in verse 17? (Hint: There are two 
answers.)
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8. What does this teach us about how we are to grow as Christians?

9. What is the threat Paul mentions to our faithfully following his and others’ 
godly example (vv. 18–19)? Why does this threat make it especially important 
for us to follow godly examples?

10. List everything Paul says is true of us as Christians in verses 20 to 21. How 
does each of these things encourage us to persevere in our discipleship?

11. How do you respond when a fellow believer corrects or rebukes you? What 
does this reveal about how you see yourself?

12. In this study we’ve seen that all of us need to continually grow as disciples 
of Jesus Christ, and that we are to do so by seeking out and imitating godly 
examples. Can you list one or two people who are worth being imitated? What 
Christlike qualities do you perceive in those individuals that are worth imitating?

13. Paul presents himself as an example to be imitated. A person could do this 
out of pride, but explain how one could also do this out of humility.

14. Is your life one which younger Christians should imitate? If not, do you work 
to become that kind of person?

15. What is one practical way you can seek to grow as a disciple of Jesus Christ 
this week?
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TEACHER’S NOTES FOR 
WEEK 1

DIGGING IN
1. Paul says that he is not yet perfect and that he has not yet attained to the 
resurrection (vv. 12–13). 

2. If this is how the apostle Paul viewed himself, we should also view our-
selves as not yet perfect and recognize that we all need to grow as Christians. 

3. The reason Paul gives for why he presses on to obtain a deeper knowledge 
of Christ is that Christ has already made Paul his own (v. 12). 

4. This teaches us that the basis and motivation for our growth as Christians 
is that we already belong to Christ. Paul wanted to lay hold of the knowledge 
of Christ because Christ had already taken hold of him. Because we’ve been 
saved by Christ, we want to know him more. Because he’s forgiven our sins, 
we want to fight against them. What Christ has already done for us moti-
vates us to pursue greater and greater holiness. 

5. Paul says that the one thing he does is, “forgetting what lies behind and 
straining forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize 
of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:13–14).

6. In verses 13–14, Paul uses the imagery of an athlete running a race. This 
imagery teaches us that, just as athletes devote 100 percent of their energy 
and strength to their competition, so we also should devote serious, disci-
plined, energetic effort to growing as Christians. 

7. In verse 17, Paul tells us to imitate him and all those who follow his 
example. Practically, this means that we should imitate those Christians 
who most faithfully live according to God’s Word. Specifically, Scripture 
tells us to imitate our churches’ leaders (Heb. 13:7). 

8. That Paul instructs us to imitate his and others’ example teaches us that 
we are to grow through imitation. That is, we are to follow others’ godly 
examples by observing their ways of life, developing relationships with 
them, and imitating the ways in which they obey Jesus. 

9. The threat Paul mentions to our faithfully following his and others’ 
godly examples is that there are many false teachers who promote sin by 
their teaching and by their lives (vv. 18–19). This threat makes it especially 
important for us to follow godly examples because it is difficult to success-
fully resist false teachers on our own. Following in the footsteps of mature, 
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seasoned Christians helps us to stay on track in the faith and not be misled 
by false teachers. 

10. In verses 20 through 21, Paul says that Christians:

Are citizens of heaven (v. 20)
Eagerly await the coming of our Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ (v. 20)
Will be transformed by Christ at his coming, so that our bodies 
will be like his glorious body (v. 21)

That we are citizens of heaven means that we have an eternal inheritance 
waiting for us. As such, we should live in a way that anticipates that reality. 
That Christ is coming back means he will one day right every wrong and we 
will share in his glorious, eternal kingdom. Because our salvation will one 
day be made complete, we should have confidence in God’s gracious work 
in our lives now. All of these aspects of our future hope should stir us up 
to fight sin and pursue holiness in the present, because we are sure of the 
glorious future that awaits us. 

11–12. Answers will vary.

13. A person who truly fears God and not other people is, by definition, 
humble. And it’s such a person who will, from time to time, present himself 
or herself as an example to be followed, not caring if other people regard 
this as pride.

14–15. Answers will vary.
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BuildingHealthyChurches

9Marks exists to equip church leaders with a biblical
vision and practical resources for displaying God’s glory
to the nations through healthy churches.

To that end, we want to see churches characterized
by these nine marks of health:

1 Expositional Preaching
2 Biblical Theology
3 ABiblical Understanding of the Gospel
4 ABiblical Understanding of Conversion
5 ABiblical Understanding of Evangelism
6 Biblical Church Membership
7 Biblical Church Discipline
8 Biblical Discipleship
9 Biblical Church Leadership

Find all our Crossway titles
and other resources at
www.9Marks.org
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Be sure to check out the rest of the
9MARKS HEALTHY CHURCH 
STUDY GUIDE SERIES

This series covers the nine distinctives 
of a healthy church as originally laid out 
in Nine Marks of a Healthy Church by 
Mark Dever. Each book explores the 
biblical foundations of key aspects of 
the church, helping Christians to live 
out those realities as members of a 
local body. A perfect resource for use in 
Sunday school, church-wide studies, or 
small group contexts.
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