 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1What is a Disciple?

There has been a great deal written and said about discipleship in evangelical circles. How to be a disciple, what it means to be a disciple, methods to discipleship; all have been addressed. The purpose of this paper is to develop a biblical theology of what Jesus said it means to be a disciple. My purpose is to draw conclusions based on nine passages in which Jesus says specifically what a disciple is to be like. After drawing conclusions, I will put forth my means for discipleship in a ministry setting.


The nine passages in which Jesus teaches concerning what a disciple is like can be grouped into six separate groupings, due to parallel passages. The six groupings are as follows:


1. Matthew 10:24-39


2. Luke 14:25-35


3. John 8:31


4. John 13:34-35


5. Matthew 16:24-26; Mark 8:34-37; Luke 9:23-25


6. Matthew 20:25-28; Mark 10:43-45


In all these passages, Jesus makes statements concerning what a disciple is. As one studies and groups the teachings in the passages, three major aspects of a disciple emerge: His obedience; His love; and His character.


In obedience incorporates two aspects, which are his active obedience to Christ, and denial of self to obey Christ.


His love incorporates two aspects as well, which are his love for Christ, and his love for other disciples.


His character is the result of his obedience and love. That is, he looks like Christ in his character, actions, and lifestyle.


The first aspect to examine is the disciple’s obedience. Jesus made very clear that a disciple of His is someone who obeys Him. In Matthew 10:24, Jesus says: “A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a slave above his master.” He states two relationships: disciple/teacher and slave/master. But the way in which He states them is parallel. Both relationships are to mark the disciple. A disciple is one who has Jesus as his teacher, that is, learns from Jesus. But he also is a slave of Christ. Christ is Master of the disciple. Jesus restates these relationships in verse 25 also.  To be a disciple means that Christ’s relationship to himself is Teacher and Master. Several of the other passages explain this more fully. The gist of these passages is that to be a disciple means to obey Him, serve Him, and live like Him (Matthew 16:24; Mark 8:34; Luke 9:23). The strong thrust of obedience comes through in three words Jesus uses: “If anyone wishes to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross follow Me.” Matthew 10:38 also says this, but leaves out the phrase “deny himself.” One who is a disciple denies himself, which is to say, he no longer seeks his own agenda, desire, and will. “Self” refers to his entire being and life. A disciple, because he is a slave of Christ, is not seeking to make a name or reputation for himself. Instead, his entire focus is to “make a name” for Christ (that is, to point all glory to Christ). He must also “take up his cross,” which is to obey Christ no matter what the cost. He considers himself to be dead. He is willing to die for Christ and to the world’s opinions.


Finally, he “follows” Christ. This speaks of following the example and lifestyle of Christ, in obedience to Him.


Also from this verse, it can be seen that a disciple is someone who has the wish/desire to come after Him. It would seem this indicates he is a believer.


To be a disciple also means that you obey Christ’s Word. John 8:31 spells this out: “If you abide in My word, you are truly disciples of Mine.” A true disciple is one who has believed in Christ, who “abides” in His word. To “abide” means to remain, or continue. It says that to be a disciple means that you do/obey Christ’s commands. This goes back to the idea of Teacher and Master. 


To sum up, to be a disciple means to obey Christ in His commands and teachings, without question, by living them out.


The denial aspect cannot be separated from the obedience aspect. It is part of obedience. According to Matthew 10:26-33, a disciple is to be one who fears God over humans. This would demand a denial of self-preservation, seeking to please God over self. To deny self, as already alluded to previously, is to give up all authority and claim to your own rights, possessions, and life. This is seen in Matthew 16:24-25, in which Jesus speaks of self-denial in terms of “losing one’s life,” which, here, is not a reference to bodily death, but rather it is a losing of self-identity for the purpose of identity with Christ. Matthew 10:39 also teaches this. Luke 14:33 even extends “life” to include “giving up all your possessions.” That this does not mean to have no possessions at all is clear from teaching in the epistles. The idea has to do with a relinquishing claim to those possessions. To be a disciple means that one has relinquished all claim to authority over himself, his possessions, and, according to Matthew 16:26, Mark 8:36-37, and Luke 9:25, all worldly ambition as well. This is the idea behind “gain the world.” The disciple of Jesus Christ is willing to forsake all that this life has to offer in order to gain eternal life. Now, this does not mean he may not enjoy what life offers. The primary point Jesus is making is that all else must be secondary to commitment to Him, and that includes family, possessions, the accolades of others, personal ambition, and authority over his life. Nothing is expected to be withheld.


One more aspect to self-denial is found in Matthew 20:26-28 and Mark 10:43-45. To be a disciple in these verses means that one is willing (and does) humble oneself, and serve other disciples. Jesus spells this out in these verses: “Whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant; and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be slave of all. For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many.” Jesus’ whole point here is that to be a disciple means that you serve other disciples. That is, find out how you may do what will benefit them. This means a disciple is more concerned for the well-being of other disciples that he is for himself, in the same way as Jesus gave His life for our salvation.


To be a disciple involves not only obedience to Christ, but a disciple is also one who demonstrates that obedience and denial in self-giving love (actually, all these themes blend together, but for the purpose of studying them, they must be somewhat removed from each other).


Matthew 10:37 makes very clear that a sacrificial love toward Christ must mark a disciple: “He who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me; and he who loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me.” This is a hard saying, because in our culture, a huge empphasis has come to be placed on family (in evangelicalism), and at times, one’s commitment and service to Jesus Christ may look to others like one is ignoring his family. To be sure, one cannot neglect his family, for this is condemned in Scripture as well. But Jesus is drawing a comparison. When the choice comes down to seeking for the best of Him (obeying Him), or heeding the desires and wants of family, a disciple of Jesus Christ will go with Christ. He has no choice. This love for Christ must be totaal and absolute, above love for all others. It must be remembered that when a family member’s desire or need is legitimate, it will never be at cross-purposes with Jesus’ desire.


The second aspect of love that marks a disciple is his love for other disciples. That is, he loves other believers (I take disciple is used of believers in these verses) more than himself. This is based on the principal of self-denial. This is the motivation which causes a disciple to serve other disciples (Matthew 20:26-28; Mark 10:43-45). this is the drive behind his service to Christ, as well (Matthew 16:25; Mark 8:35; Luke 9:25).  


John 13:34-35 adds two aspects to this pcture of the love of a disciple. Jesus says, “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one another. By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.” To be a disciple, according to Jesus, means that the love a disciple has for other disciples is first of all a demonstration of Christ’s love; it is done in the same way as Christ loves us. Second, it is an active and visible demonstration of Christ’s love. It is not hidden, but a clear, visible testimony of Christ’s mastery of our lives. Verse 35 makes the point that “all men will know” that a person is a disciple because of the actions he demonstrates toward other disciples. 


So, as to love, to be a disciple means that one’s love for Christ directs his actions, and is also evidenced in his love for other believers.


The final theme presented by Christ is that of character. The concept is that to be a disciple of Christ means that one looks like Christ. He looks like Christ in character, actions, and lifestyle. He is so identified with Christ that he looks like Him.


Matthew 16:24; Mark 8:34; and Luke 9:23 says a disciple must “follow” Christ. This speaks of radical identification. It requires the forsaking of self and anything that keeps him from becoming like Christ. Luke 14:34-35 further clarifies this by likening the disciple to salt. To be a disciple means that he is identified with Christ (i.e., his character is so controlled by Christ) that he is “different,” even “abnormal,” to the world’s eyes. Because of this radical identification, Jesus promised that a true disciple would become like Him, and thus be mistreated in the same way as his sMaster was mistreated. This is because his character is like, and molded by, Christ.


To be a disciple of Jesus Christ means that you completely give up all claim to your control ofyour life in exchange for eternal life and Christ’s control. It means you become His slave, and obey Him no matter what. Finally, it means you love Him, and are so committed to Him that you come to look like Him, and evidenced in your actions toward other disciples/believers.


Now, as to the outworking of these truths in ministry/discipleship setting, I would use the following approach, recognizing there is room for growth in my approach.


I would limit the formal teaching to a shorter period, such as several months(3-9).


The first step would be to take the disciple through a study of these passages, to establish these truths. In doing this, I would be training him to study his Bible, while at the same time exposing him to Christ’s expectations, so that he might be driven to pray concerning areas he sees need work.


The second step, which I would do simultaneously with the first, is to involve him in service to fellow believers. I would help him to find opportunities, but I believe it is important that I get in ahd help him serve, to set the example for him.


I would also spend informal time with him, in order to challenge him concerning the living out of these truths, as well as to observe him to help keep him accountable.


A third aspect is prayer. I would spend time in prayer with, and for, him, so as to be an example and an encouragement to him.  


I would also ask him, on occasion, to do some things which are purposely not convenient to him, to see how his attitude of service is coming along.


Overall, I believe that after these things, discipleship of a person is simply built on spending ime with him, keeping aware of opportunities to teach him by word and work.


As he progresses, I expect to see a visible love and passion for Jesus Christ, accompanied by a visible love for other believers. I expect to see him become less and less selfish, as demonstrated by his treatment of his family, me other believers, his demeanor, and active service to the local church. I expect to see him finally be “presented complete in Christ” (Colossians 1:28).

