NAVS Discipleship materials

What Is A Disciple?

Introduction;
“What's in a name?  That which we call a rose

By any other name would smell as sweet.”

(from Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet)
The point being made in these words is that the substance of a thing is far more important than the name we attach to it.  How do we recognise a rose?  Not by the fact that we label it a ‘rose’, but by the way it looks and by the way it smells.

When we look at Jesus’ ministry we can see that Jesus identified His disciples not by whether they called themselves His followers, but by their character, by their substance (Judas is a striking example).  In Jesus’ eyes substance was the most important thing.

Today there is a lot of attention given to names.  Whether or not someone labels themselves a “Christian” is seen as enormously important; so is whether or not someone labels themselves an evangelical, or a baptist, or a charismatic, and so on - we all face the danger of worrying too much about names.  So the aim of this session is to look at substance.  Never mind labels, what does a follower of Christ look like?

  To help answer this question, we will look at the (only) six occasions on which Jesus used the word ‘disciple’.  This will help us to build up a picture of what a ‘disciple’ of Christ looks like, smells like, etc.  We will then explore the challenges these insights contain for us.

Occasion one (Luke 14:25-27);

What characteristic is Jesus concerned with in these words? Here Jesus focuses on the commitment to be expected of a disciple.  We can’t be half-hearted!
Do we have to hate our families, even ourselves, in order to be a disciple of Christ? Jesus is not exhorting us to hate our families - in fact elsewhere the Bible tells us to honour our parents and to love others.  Jesus is using hyperbole - exaggerating His point for emphasis.  Our whole-hearted commitment to God should be so strong that our affection for our families should pale into insignificance.  So His message is that our first priority must be following Him.
What does it mean to carry your cross? Taking up a cross, or carrying a cross, meant facing crucifixion.  Jesus is not saying we must face execution to be His disciple.  He is saying that we must be prepared to offer our lives as sacrifices. Just as He voluntarily gave His life as a sacrifice, so we must live sacrificially - willing to voluntarily forgo other things in order to follow Christ (see Romans 12:1).

Occasion two (John 8:31-32);

What characteristic is Jesus talking about here? Here Jesus focuses on the obedience to be expected of a disciple.

What does it mean to hold to Jesus’ teaching? It implies more than an intellectual knowledge of the Bible.  If we hold to Jesus’ teaching then we not only know what it says (in our heads), but we also desire to put it into practice (in our hearts) and as a result our way of life should reflect Jesus’ teaching.  We must ask ourselves, do we settle for merely an academic knowledge of the Bible or do our lives reflect Jesus’ teaching?

In 8:31-32 Jesus explains a sequence. Why does holding to Jesus’ teaching lead to knowledge of the truth, and why does knowledge of the truth lead to freedom?  Why is obedience to Jesus’ teaching important according to these verses? The sequence is - holding to Jesus’ teaching - which leads to - knowledge of the truth - which leads to - the truth sets you free.

So first of all, holding to Jesus’ teaching leads to knowledge of the truth.  Jesus said ‘I am the way and the truth and the life’ (John 14:6).  Departing from Jesus’ teaching is in reality a departure from God Himself.  It is Jesus’ teaching that is appointed to guide us to God, and it is Jesus’ teaching that unites us to both Father and Son (see 2 John 9).  Matthew Henry writes ‘Just as the great God has set His seal on the teaching of Christ, so He puts a value on it.  We must retain that holy teaching in faith and love if we hope or desire to arrive at blessed communion with the Father and Son’.

  Secondly, knowledge of the truth leads to being set free.  The Gospel unites us to God - and by the Gospel we are sanctified for communion with the Father and Son (John 15:3).  Jesus’ Word makes us clean.  The law made us aware that we could never match God’s standards, hence Paul calls it ‘the law of sin and death’ (Romans 8:2).  But the Gospel shows us God’s gracious way of making us clean.  This sets us free from the slavery to sin.

So, holding to Jesus’ teaching means we are united to God, and by being united to God we are sanctified and released from the bondage of sin. So Jesus assumed obedience in those who had been freed from sin.

Occasion three (John 13:34-35);

The characteristic revealed in these verses is that disciples should “love one another”.  Why is it important that we “love one another”? These verses give us two reasons - (i) we are to follow Jesus’ example.  If Jesus was prepared to show love to the people around Him, then we should do the same thing.  If someone is dear to God then they should be dear to us too; (ii) it sends a message to the world around us.  They will know that we are disciples of Jesus by the fact we love one another.  It is a powerful testimony to the Gospel.

  1 John 4:19-21 give more reasons - (i) v19 - it is a our response to the grace we have received.  We were undeserving of the love we received from God, but He loved us anyway.  Therefore we should love others even if they are undeserving of our love; (ii) v20 - it is a nonsense to claim we love God if we do not love God’s image that is before our very eyes; (iii) v21 - God  has commanded us to love one another.  If we love God then we will obey His commands, and so we will love one another as He has commanded us to do.

What does it mean, in practical terms, to ‘love one another’? Does this mean we should make each other daisy chains and blow kisses across the room?  Well, the model for our love is Jesus’ love for us – “as I have loved you, so you must love one another” (v34).  What does this tell us?

Jesus’ love has an emotional, compassionate side to it - Paul writes in Ephesians 3:18 that he prays we might ‘grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ’ (1 Corinthians 13:3 also implies that love has an emotional side to it).  So we should have genuine compassion for those around us, in particular we should genuinely yearn to see the lost saved.

    But Jesus’ love is more than simply a feeling.  It involves an act of willed commitment to our good.  God sent His Son Jesus to the cross, and Jesus willingly went, for our sakes.  This did not come easily to Him - think of the turmoil He was going through before He was crucified (e.g., John 12:27 – “Now my heart is troubled, and what shall I say? ‘Father, save me from this hour?’  No, it was for this very reason I came to this hour”).  So we should resolve to show love to those around us, even when they are undeserving and when we don’t feel like it.

Occasion four (John 15:5-8);

The fourth quality of a disciple is that we bear fruit.  What is the fruit that we ought to be bearing? Paul in Galatians 5:22-23 lists what he calls ‘the fruit of the Spirit’.  Why does he call these qualities the fruit of the Spirit, not the fruits of the Spirit?  Because they are one package - if we are truly bearing fruit then we ought to be showing all these qualities.  

Why is bearing fruit important? Fruit is the evidence that a branch is connected to the vine.  So through bearing fruit we show that we are connected to/remaining in Jesus and His teaching.  Fruit is therefore the sign of a healthy relationship with Jesus.  If we do not bear fruit we are useless (v6).  If we are not bearing the fruit of the Spirit we must ask ourselves whether we are really abiding in Jesus.

Occasion five (Matthew 10:24-25 - recorded also in Luke 6:40);

nb. although the word ‘disciple’ is not used in these verses, Jesus is in fact using the same word as on the previous occasions.  The word that is translated ’disciple’ on the other occasions is the Greek word ‘mathetes’, which literally means ‘a learner’.  This word is usually translated ‘disciple’, but here it is given its more literal meaning, ‘learner’, or ‘student’.
What characteristic of a disciple is Jesus talking about here? Jesus says that students should resemble their teachers, the people that have trained them.  If we follow Jesus then we should begin to resemble Him.  He doesn't mean we should be able to put on an outward resemblance - our actual being should become Christ-like.  This is extremely challenging - but Paul tells us in Romans 8:29 that God actually predestined us to become Christ-like.  It was the reason for which we were saved!  So surely we must desire to become more like Christ, however impossible it sounds!
What does Jesus mean when He says ‘a student [or disciple] is not above his teacher’? He is saying that we cannot expect to receive better treatment from the world than Jesus Himself received.  If Jesus Himself suffered rejection and persecution, then we must expect to be rejected and persecuted too.  How can we expect to receive better treatment than Jesus did?

Occasion six (Matthew 28:18-20);

These words are very familiar, but how well do we understand them?  In the light of what we have studied, what does it mean to ‘go and make disciples’?  Jesus is much more interested in substance than in labels.  Often our evangelism seems more geared towards convincing people to call themselves ‘Christians’ than towards developing the sorts of qualities in people that Jesus looks for.  He wants us to develop people who are committed to following Him, who obey His teaching, who love others, who bear the fruit of the Spirit, and who become more Christ-like.  

The other lesson is that the command to ‘go and make disciples’ is not complete when someone comes to faith.  Rather this is merely the beginning.  Jesus is commanding us to do more than just bring the lost to salvation.  He is commanding us to go on nurturing our fellow Christians to help develop the qualities that He is looking for.  We “make disciples” not just by evangelising, but by teaching and encouraging the saved in order to develop these characteristics we have been studying.  

Conclusions; The striking thing is that there is nothing inherently special about the word ‘disciple’.  What Jesus is concerned with is the substance rather than the label.  If you saw a foul-smelling stodgy brown lump on the pavement with a dog scampering away it would be ridiculous to call it a rose because it has none of the qualities of a rose.  It is not good to look at, it is not good to smell, and it is not a good thing to give to your girlfriend on Valentines day.  But it is just as ridiculous to call someone a ‘disciple’ of Christ if they have none of the characteristics of a ‘disciple’.  The word “disciple” should only attach to those with the qualities that Jesus describes.  So the challenge for us is twofold: do we have the qualities of a “disciple”, and do we look to nurture these qualities in other people?
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•
Occasion 1

Luke 14:25-27”Large crowds were travelling with Jesus, and turning to them he said: "If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his brothers and sisters - yes, even his own life - he cannot be my disciple.  And anyone who does not carry his cross and follow me cannot be my disciple”.

See also 

Romans 12:1 “Therefore, I urge you brothers, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God - this is your spiritual act of worship.”

•
Occasion 2

John 8:31-32 “To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, ‘If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples.  Then you will know the truth and the truth will set you free”.

See also 

2 John 9 “Anyone who runs ahead and does not continue in the teaching of Christ does not have God; whoever continues in the teaching has both the Father and the Son.”

John 15:3 “You are already clean because of the word I have spoken to you.”

•
Occasion 3

John 13:34-35 “A new command I give you: Love one another.  As I have loved you, so you must love one another.  By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”
See also 

1 John 4:19-21 “We love because he first loved us.  If anyone says ‘I love God’, yet hates his brother, he is a liar.  For anyone who does not love his brother, whom he has seen, cannot love God, whom he has not seen.  And he has given us this command: whoever loves God must also love his brother”

•
Occasion 4

John 15:5-8 “I am the vine; you are the branches.  If a man remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do nothing.  If anyone does not remain in me, he is like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into the fire and burned.  If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, and it will be given you.  This is to my Fathers glory, that you bear much fruit, showing yourselves to be my disicples.”

See also 

Galatians 5:22-23 “But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.”

•
Occasion 5

Matthew 10:24-25 “A student is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master.  It is enough for the student to be like his teacher, and the servant like his master.  If the head of the house has been called Beelzebub, how much more the members of his household!”

Recorded also in 

Luke 6:40 “A student is not above his teacher, but everyone who is fully trained will be like his teacher.”

See also 

Romans 8:29 “For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.”

•
Occasion 6

Matthew 28:18-20 “Then Jesus came to them and said, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.  And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age’.”
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