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Discipleship………………………………………………………..read Mark 8:31-38

Whe n I was in high school many years ago the principal read a letter to the student body.
He had picked it up on the schoolyard and shared it with us. It went something like this:

Dearest Sue:

How I love you. I worship the ground you walk on. I would gladly cross the
burning sands to be with you.

I'd climb the highest mountain to be near you.
I'd go through anything, swim any water, just to be with your sweet self.
I love you so much.

Love,
Tom

PS – If it doesn't rain tonight I'll be over.

We are delighted to be with you this morning. I hope our time together will be used by
God the Holy Spirit to bring us lessons we can apply to our lives which will cause us to be
more Christlike in our walk with Him.

We have been asked to speak about discipleship and to define the concept of discipleship
in the NT. In order to do that I'd like to look at the word used in the NT which is translated
disciple.

Tom's letter isn't a burning example of discipleship. I'm afraid it describes too many
modern-day Christians who loudly voice their devotion to Jesus Christ but can't be found
when workers are needed in Christ's kingdom.

The Greek word translated "disciple" is "mathetes" (mat-a-tace).
It means "a learner or student".
The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament defines the word "disciple" as: a learner

or follower, as in the sense of an apprentice, and always implies the existe nce of a personal
attachment which shapes the whole of life of the one described.
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The word disciple is frequently used in the four gospels but is not found in the epistles.
Possible the term disciple became obsolete after Christ's ascension.

Dr. Luke calls members of the early church disciples1 in Acts 6:1…Now at this time

while the disciples were increasing in number, a complaint arose on the part
of the Hellenistic Jews against the native Hebrews, because their widows

were being overlooked in the daily serving of food.2

"Discipleship in Judaism"

First-century Judaism had a well-defined syste m by which religious leaders received their
training.

Rabbis who were recognized as teachers attracted students or disciples.
The disciples left their homes and moved in with the teacher.
The students devoted full-time to serving and learning from the rabbi.
They served him in the most servile ways. They treated him as an absolute authority.

The disciple was expected not only to learn all that the master knew but also to become like
him in character and piety.

This thought is e xpressed in Luke 6:40 where we read, “A pupil is not above his

teacher; but everyone, after he has been fully trained, will be like his
teacher."3

The people of Jesus' day were amazed whe n He began to teach, for He displayed learning
without having studied with a rabbi in the traditional manner.

We read in John 7:15 that the Jews marveled, saying, “How has this man become

learned, having never been educated?”4

Jesus appointed twelve to be His disciples. Mark says "… that they would be with

Him…"5

1The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
2The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
3The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
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(Mark 3:14). These twelve literally lived with Jesus. They traveled with Him, watched
all He did and listened to all He said.

After a day of public ministry Jesus taught them privately.
Mark 3:14 also indicates that Jesus called His disciples to teach and serve. They made a

response of total commitme nt. They surrendered everything to live in obedience to Jesus

Luke 14:26-27 describes that commitment:

26 “If anyone comes to Me, and does not hate his own father
and mother and wife and children and brothers and sisters, yes,
and even his own life, he cannot be My disciple.

27 “Whoever does not carry his own cross and come after Me
cannot be My disciple.6

Normally the word "disciples" or "the twelve" is used in the gospels to describe the small
group of twelve men who were Jesus' disciples.

The gospels also use the word disciple in two non-technical se nses:

1. To describe a person who followed a particular movement or school of thought.

i.e. disciples of Moses
disciples of the Pharisees
disciples of John the Baptist

Used in this sense the word "disciple" does not identify a person who had a traditional
teacher-learner relationship, but one who is an adherent of a movement.

2. One Who Believes in Jesus

4The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
5The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
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This describes a belief which did not necessarily include a commitment to Him or His
kingdom.

In John 6:66 we read, "As a result of this many of His disciples withdrew and

were not walking with Him anymore."7
This is describing disciples who lacked the commitment needed to hang in there with

Jesus when the opposition gathered.
They had been attracted by Jesus' teaching but turned away when the teaching became

more difficult.
The true disciple was and is the person so committed to Jesus that he/she will obey

everything Christ commanded.

The word "disciple" does not appear in the NT epistles.
Paul often took younger persons with him on his missionary journey.
The discipleship approach used by the rabbis tended to produce a religious elite which

Christ specifically warned against.

He taught in Matt. 23:1-8:

1 Then Jesus spoke to the crowds and to His disciples,
2 saying: “The scribes and the Pharisees have seated themselves
in the chair of Moses;
3 therefore all that they tell you, do and observe, but do not do
according to their deeds; for they say things and do not do them.
4 “They tie up heavy burdens and lay them on men’s shoulders,
but they themselves are unwilling to move them with so much as a
finger.
5 “But they do all their deeds to be noticed by men; for they
broaden their phylacteries and lengthen the tassels of their garments.
6 “They love the place of honor at banquets and the chief seats in
the synagogues,
7 and respectful greetings in the market places, and being called
Rabbi by men.

8 “But do not be called Rabbi; for One is your Teacher, and you
are all brothers.8

6The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
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In contrast, Christian leaders were to be servants. They matured within the fellowship of
the church and were affirmed as leaders only when their character and gifts were recognized
by the local congregation.

The NT uses several images to replace the image of disciples gathered around a rabbi.
They are instructive to us.

• The NT speaks of the Christian community as a family, teaching us that we should
build intimate relationships with our Christian brothers and sisters. The German
gemeinschaft expresses this idea of family and community.

• The NT also speaks of the image of Christ's body, teaching us that we are members of a
living organism which we should allow to shape and mold us into Christlikeness.

• There is also the image of a holy temple teaching us that our lives should be lived in
holiness and in service to God and others.

The common bond of meaning for the various applications of the word "disciple" in the
gospels and Acts was allegiance to Jesus.

Quickly, six lessons about discipleship…

1. A disciple must be in relationship with Jesus Christ.

Someone has said, "The most important vitamin for a disciple is B-1". It is no use trying to
be a disciple of Jesus Christ if you have not entered into a living, vital relationship of Him as
your Lord and Savior.

It is easy to grow up in a Christian family, become a member of a Christian church and be
busy in Christian service without being a Christian.

We must be sure we and the people we are leading into discipleship have a vital, living
relationship with Jesus Christ.

7The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
8The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
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Some self-examination questions for us:

• Do we exhibit the fruit of the Spirit in our lives:

The Good News Bible translation says, "But the Spirit produces

love,
joy,

peace,
patience,

kindness,
goodness,

faithfulness,
23humility,

and self-control."9

If this fruit isn't part of our life something is wrong.

• Do we long to be with Him?

If we only feed our spiritual man on Sundays there is something wrong.

• Are we eager to tell others about Jesus?

One of the marks of a person who is in relationship with Christ is an eagerness to share
the good news.

Religion is a manmade system of trying to be good enough to win God's favor.
Christianity is a relationship with Jesus Christ.

Ann Lindbergh writes:

It is a difficult
lesson to learn today,

9Good News Bible: Today’s English Version, American Bible Society, (1992: New York, NY)
The Living Bible.
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to leave one's friends
and family and deliberately

practice the art of solitude
for an hour or a day

or a week.
For me, the break

Is most difficult…

And yet, once it is done,
I find there is a quality

To being alone that is
incredibly precious.

Life rushes back into the void,
Richer,

more vivid,
fuller than before!

A disciple must be in relationship with Jesus Christ.

2. A disciple will be a lifelong learner/student of Jesus Christ.

There is no shortcut to discipleship.
It cannot be done without spending time with the Lord.
Mark 3:14 is arresting as it says, "And He appointed twelve, so that they would

be with Him…"10
In Mark 6:31 Jesus tells the disciples, “Come away by yourselves to a secluded

place and rest a while.” (For there were many people coming and going, and
they did not even have time to eat.)11

10The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
11The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
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I fear that is a description of our busy lives. Some of us are so busy with business, pleasure
and church activities that we neglect to come away and be with Him.

We will not become healthy robust disciples if we fail to be with him.
I love to start plants from seed. While the snow is flying and the cold wind is blowing my

seedlings are poking through the soil.
Those tiny fragile seedlings are transplanted with great care. Then they are fed, watered

and e xposed to sunlight.
Whe n the conditions are right the plants are stocky and robust. If the light, soil, nutrients

or temperature are not right they will be listless, weak and spindly.
What a picture of us as disciples. Let's be sure we get proper spiritual nutrition and plenty

of Sonlight by spending much time with Him.

I find it is a great help in my devotional life to use prayer books, hymnals, Scriptural tapes
and CDs. Don't call me a hairy tick, but some books I've found helpful are:

• The Book of Common Prayer, which, horrors, is the episcopal service book.
• Celtic Daily Prayer is prayer/readings from the Northumbria community.
• The Prayers of Richard Foster

These and similar books, along with the Scriptures, help us to shape our devotional
thoughts. They give us a window into the devotional lives of other Christians. You may find
them helpful. The important thing is that we are learning and growing.

A disciple must be a lifelong learner/student of Jesus Christ.

3. A disciple will become more and more like Jesus Christ.

As the mathetes (math-ay-tace) spends time with the master he/she will become more and
more like the teacher.

One of our goals should be to become more Christlike.
Jesus is the perfect teacher/example.
It is up to us to take the time and practice the disciplines which will conform us into

Christlikeness.
There are two very interesting verses in Paul's writings which speak of us becoming

conformed to Christ's image.
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2 Cor. 3:18 (updated NASB) - But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a

mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image
from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit.12

The Amplified New Testament reads, And all of us, as with unveiled face,

[because we] continued to behold [in the Word of God] as in a mirror the
glory of the Lord, are constantly being transfigured into His very own image
in ever increasing splendor and from one degree of glory to another; [for
this comes] from the Lord [Who is] the Spirit.13

Paul writes in Rom 8:29, again from The Amplif ied New Testament, For those whom

He foreknew [of whom He was aware and loved beforehand], He also
destined from the beginning [foreordaining them] to be molded into the
image of His Son [and share inwardly His likeness], that He might become
the firstborn among many brethren.14

We speak of sanctification as the process by which we are conformed more and more into
Christlikeness. God's Word will help us to do this if we discipline ourselves to take the time
to expose ourselves to it.

A disciple will become more and more like Jesus Christ.

4. A disciple will be totally committed to Jesus Christ.

Jesus says in Luke 16:13, “No servant can serve two masters; for either he will

hate the one and love the other, or else he will be devoted to one and
despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth.”15

We cannot divide our loyalties. Every atom of our being, every ounce of our energy must
be totally committed to Him.

12The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
13The Amplified New Testament, (La Habra CA: The Lockman Foundation) 1999.
14The Amplified New Testament, (La Habra CA: The Lockman Foundation) 1999.
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This is illustrated by the slave of Jesus' day. The slave had no personal time…no time to
call his/her own. Every second of the slave's time was devoted to the master's service.
Whe n we sign on as disciples of Christ we are pledging our total commitment to Him.

Some of us sadly are like Tom, committed whe n it is convenient for us. We will serve
Christ as long as it doesn't interfere too much with our schedules.

Jesus says, "Do you want to be my disciple? Take up a cross".
The first-century Jew knew exactly what He meant.
The Romans ruled the world, but they couldn't control those pesky Jews in Palestine.
So every so often they would sweep into town with their legions and crucify the

ringleaders. They would put a spear in your back and say, "Get moving". They would march
you through the longest way in town past everyone.

You marched past your wife and children. "Sorry, honey, I can't be your husband
anymore. There's a Roman spear in my back.

"Sorry, kids, I can't be your daddy anymore." You marched past your place of business.
You had invested your life there. It didn't matter. You were going outside the city wall to
die. You passed the bank. Inside was the gold your hand had clutched. Your life savings
were in there. It didn't matter—you were going out to die. And they marched you outside,
put you on a cross and crucified you.

The Romans were saying loud and clear to everyone, "This will be you if you don't tow
the line. This will be you if you disobey." And they marched away and left you to die a
hideous death.

Jesus is saying, "If you want to be my disciple you need to die to yourself and come alive in
total commitment to me".

That's what Jesus meant when he said, "Take up a cross".
Of course the glorious paradox is if we die to our own wills we will come alive to glorious

freedom in Him.
A disciple will be totally committed to Jesus Christ.

5. A disciple will draw strength and Christlikeness from the Christian community.

The New Testame nt has a beautiful image of extended family which is called "house hold".

15The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
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In John chapter 19 Jesus told John, “Behold, your mother!”16. Jesus was hanging on
a Roman cross. He was commending His mother into John's care. V 27 says, "From that

hour the disciple took her into his own household."17
Paul speaks of the household of the faith18 in Gal 6:10 and other places.
Behind this word lies the image of the "insula" which was the family household in Jesus'

day.
The house hold would begin with a single house. As children married and brought their

wives home, a room was built on to the "insula" for them to live in.
After many years there were many connecting rooms and courtyards f illed with brothers

and sisters, husbands and wives, uncles and aunts, all related, all family—all drawing
strength and sustenance from each other.

They helped each other; they defended each other. The laughed and cried together. They
ate and slept together. They were a "household", an e xtended family.

What a beautiful picture of the church. We should love, defend, help and e ncourage and
build up one another.

Do we?

Practical Word Studies in the New Testame nt says this about "house hold"

The church is the "house" or "house hold" (oikö) of God." This does not refer to the
building of the church, but to the house hold of the church, to the people of the
church. The church is a body of people who have committed themselves to form a
family of people, a family centered around God and His Son, the Lord Jesus Christ.

The church is a family of people…
• who believe in God and in His Son, the Lord Jesus Christ.
• who have committed their lives to live for Christ.
• who have based their lives upon the promise of eternal salvation promised by

the Lord Jesus Christ.
• who have committed themselves to live as a family with all other believers.

16The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
17The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
18The New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update, (La Habra, California: The Lockman
Foundation) 1996.
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Simply stated, the church is a body of people who have committed their lives to
live as the family of God. God is the Father; Jesus Christ is the only begotten Son of
the Father; but we, the followers of God, are the adopted children of God. Every
person who truly follows God is a true me mber of the church, that is, of the family of
God.

The disciple will draw strength and Christlikeness from the Christian community.

6. A disciple will tell others about Jesus Christ.

It is the nature of every living thing to reproduce, to bear fruit.
Whe n I plant my tomato and pepper plants I expect the m to bear tomatoes and peppers.

The fruit of the tomato plant is tomatoes. The fruit of the pepper plant is peppers. If they
don't bear fruit they have failed in their mission.

The fruit of the Christian disciple is to reproduce new Christian disciples.
If we are not reproducing Christians we are failing in our mission.
We need to learn a simple presentation of the gospel and share it whe n the Spirit gives us

opportunity.
We need to pray regularly for the Spirit to arrange opportunities for us to share the good

news.
We need to take those opportunities whe n he arranges them for us.
It is exciting that the "God of the universe" will partner with us if we will be obedie nt to

Him.

Lee Strobel writes:

"Tour-bus Christians" drive comfortably through life as they gaze out the window
at others who are elbow-deep in the daily adventure of serving God and working
among spiritually needy people.

Tour-bus Christians are insulated from the real-world activity and excitement of
God's work. They may avoid some of the pain that's involved, and they may protect
themselves from the difficulties and struggles, but there's no real adve nture on a tour
bus. They miss out on the excitement of living at the edge of expectation. They don't
experience the tremendous counter-cultural truth that the more a Christian pours
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himself out serving others in God's name, the more God will fill him to overflowing.
The adve nture comes whe n you tell the tour bus to stop, and you jump off and say:

'Lord, I want to get into the fray. I want to play a role in the biggest adventure
story of all time. Use me to make a difference. Use me to impact a young person for
You. Use me to solve someone's problem. Use me to soothe someone's pain. Use me
to answer someone's prayer. Use me to feed someone who's hungry. Use me to
rescue a child. Use me to bring someone to You. Use me to ease someone's
loneliness. Use me to raise a godly family.

'Use me to deepen someone's faith. Use me to cheer someone on. Use me to help a
broken person understand that he's precious in Your sight. Use me to touch lives in
Your name.

'I don't want to just observe cathedrals through my bus window; I want to roll up
my sleeves and build one! Lord, use me to build a living cathedral dedicated to Your
glory.'

May God help us to be true disciples of our Lord Jesus Christ.
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