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Spiritual Development 1

Spiritual Growth and Development

Few things are as disheartening to ministers as spiritually handicapped, dysfunctional, or
“dead” believers. Such members are usually the result of arrested spiritual development. Spiritual
living demands growth, for there is no maintaining the status quo in the Christian life. Grow or
die appears to be a law of nature that has implications for ministers who daily relate to developing
Christians in a hostile world.

As ministers we are often viewed as spiritual guardians of congregations. Like parents
raising large families, we are faced with meeting the spiritual needs of each member of our
congregation. One of the chief difficulties in raising a large family is balancing parental
expectations a child’s abilities. Conscientious ministers do well to understand the various stages
of spiritual development and acknowledge their responsibility in helping a spiritual baby develop
into a mature Christian.

Spiritual development has many parallels with human development. The notion of
development suggests our members go through predictable stages from spiritual conception
through maturity. Each stage brings milestones, opportunities, and concerns. Ministers who are
knowledgeable of these various stages are best prepared to assist and optimize spiritual growth.
The primary benefit of nurturing believers through developmental stages is assured spiritual health
and maturity in the context of a strong church family.

Just as sound prenatal care is essential for future physical growth, conscientious “pre-
birth” care for future believers is essential. Spiritual birth should be the result of a covenant

relationship between God and a believer based upon unconditional love. This marriage is the
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foundation for a Christian family. If a commitment to a covenant of unconditional love and
spiritual childrearing are absent, irresponsible evangelism will result. Just as newborns face
insurmountable survival problems when abandoned, spiritual newborns will almost certainly fail to
reach spiritual maturity if abandoned to the world after a successful evangelistic experience.
“Promiscuous evangelism” is probably the primary reason why the majority of new believers fail
to survive.

Once the seed of the Gospel has taken root in a new believer a period of careful,
protective nurturing is essential. This period of nurturing is the responsibility of the new
believer’s spiritual parents or guardians and should probably precede a public declaration, though
many churches choose to present their newborns before spiritual survival is adequately insured.
Many Asian cultures do not consider newborns as having survived birth until they have lived one-
hundred days. At the Hundredth Day Celebration the parents present their new child to the
extended family and community.

The Spiritual Growth and Development Table briefly outlines seven stages of spiritual
development. Ministers and church volunteers should be aware of the developmental
characteristics of the groups with which they are working. Progress from dependence
(childhood), to independence (youth), then interdependence (adulthood) is a reoccurring theme in
development. Treating all church family members in the same manner will likely result in
unbalanced individuals and weak churches.

Values Rationale suggests approaches different age groups often use in making moral
decisions and is loosely based upon research conducted by Lawrence Kohlberg (Kohlberg, 1969).

Children are most likely to ask, “What will happen to me?” Youth ask, “Will I fit in and be



Spiritual Development 3

accepted?” Mature adults are concerned with order and inner principles for living. Knowing
how humans reason in different stages of development can assist ministers in reaching and
appealing to specific groups. For example, Heaven and Hell are very significant concepts to
children. Peer group consensus is more important than punishment or rewards to most youth.
Adults focus upon the personal rights of others and eventually upon universal principles for living,
such as the Two Great Commandments outlined by Jesus in the Gospels. Moral concern usually
moves from a consideration of “me” (selfish) as child, to “us” (my group) as a youth, and then
eventually includes “them” (those outside my group) as adults.

Bible Study/ Nutrition suggests Bible study is "spiritual eating." Continued health and
growth requires the selection, preparation, and eating of a balanced diet. Infants and children find
this an impossible task. Most youngsters f)refer Twinkies to sound nutrition. Adults enjoy a
balanced diet that meets a wide variety of nutritional requirements. If one considers Bible study
as “food” the notion of eating, selection, method of preparation, recipes, restaurants, atmosphere,
and a variety of other culinary concepts take on new meaning. How does your congregation
"dine?"

Prayer and Communication deals with a believer's ability to communicate spiritual ideas
and complete spiritual tasks. Development in this area moves from virtual inability, to imitation,
then onward to personally defined action. Ministers should not underestimate the value of
imitation in teaching children. Youth grow when they become involved with others in ministry.
Adults need continued involvement and opportunities for leadership.

Nurture, Shelter & Protection addresses a believer’s need for protection and an overtly

Christian environment. The family or the church is the protective environment God has provided
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for spirifual development. The church family represents shelter and a safe environment for
growth. Children require a home and nurturi~ng family, youth want to venture outward, and adults
are able to build or find new homes as needed.

Evangelism deals with a believer's ability to share the Gospel effectively and follow-up
with the intensive nurturing a new believer will need. Children have limited effectiveness as
evangelists and must rely heavily upon others. Youth have a tendency to evangelize with zeal, but
are rarely committed to long-term nurturing and may abandon new converts. Adults have the
ability to evangelize effectively and provide the spiritual nurturing necessary for survival.

Ministry Opportunities and Concerns and Danger generalize about the pros and cons of
each stage of development. As ministers become familiar with the nature of each developmental
stage, ideas for ministry will follow. The major area of concern is providing room for growth and
development.

Spiritual guardians will find raising future ministers and a strong spiritual family much
easier if they are aware of a believer’s passage through these stages. Spiritual guardians should
also be aware of their own developmental goals and needs. Interdependency between local
ministers and church families enhances growth. Continued maturity relies upon moving through
each stage and emerging as a balanced, responsible believer who is able to be discerning and lead
others as they grow. Those who integrate their lives into the lives of others face exciting growth

and are a blessing to all they encounter.
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Kohlberg, L. (1969). Stage and Sequence: The Cognitive-Developmental Approach to

Socialization. InD. S. Goslin (Ed.), Handbook of Socialization Theory and Research. Chicago:

Rand McNally.
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Wakefield - Spiritual Development

Summary

As ministers we are often viewed as spiritual guardians of congregations. Like
parents raising large families, we are faced with meeting the spiritual needs of each
member of our congregation. Conscientious ministers do well to understand the various
stages of spiritual development and acknowledge their responsibility in helping a spiritual
baby develop into a mature Christian.

Spiritual development has many parallels with human development. The notion of
development suggests our members go through predictable stages from spiritual
conception through maturity. Each stage brings milestones, opportunities, and concerns.
Ministers who are knowledgeable of these various stages are best prepared to assist and
optimize spiritual growth. The primary benefit of nurturing believers through
developmental stages is assured spiritual health and maturity in the context of a strong
church family.

The Spiritual Growth and Development Table briefly outlines seven stages of
spiritual development. Spiritual guardians will find raising a strong spiritual family much

easier if they are aware a believer’s passage through these stages.
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