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Today we seem to give a lot of attention given to names.  Never mind labels, what does a follower of Christ look like? 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.  In Jesus’ eyes substance was the most important thing. To help answer this question, we will look at the 6 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. We will then explore the challenges these insights contain for us.

Occasion one (COMMITMENT) - 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”.

We need to be committed, we can’t be half-hearted! Jesus is not exhorting us to hate our families - in fact elsewhere the Bible tells us to honour our parents.  Jesus is exaggerating His point for emphasis.  Our 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.
Jesus also exhorts us to take up our 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, so we must live sacrificially - willing to voluntarily forgo other things in order to follow him.

Occasion two (OBEDIENCE) - 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”.

Jesus focuses here on the obedience to be expected of a disciple through holding to Jesus’ teaching. We need to not only know what it says (in our heads), but we also desire to put it into practice (in our hearts).

Jesus is explaining a sequence of holding to Jesus’ teaching - which leads to - knowledge of the truth - which leads to - the truth sets you free. Jesus said ‘I am the way and the truth and the life’.  Departing from Jesus’ teaching is in reality a departure from Jesus Himself.  Knowledge of the truth leads to being set free.  The Gospel allows us to know Jesus and in knowing Jesus we are set us free from our slavery to sin.

Occasion three (LOVE) - 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.”

Here Jesus exhorts us to love one another. Why? (i) We are to follow Jesus’ example and (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. 

Does this mean we should make each other daisy chains and blow kisses across the room?  The model for our love is Jesus’ love for us – “as I have loved you, so you must love one another” (v34).  Jesus’ love has an emotional, compassionate side to it - Paul prays that we might ‘grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ’.  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 to the cross, and he willingly went, for our sake.  This did not come easily to Him - think of the turmoil He was going through before He was.  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 (BEARING FRUIT) - 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 disciples.”

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

Fruit is the evidence that a branch is connected to the vine.  So through bearing fruit we show that we are connected to Jesus.  Fruit is therefore the sign of a healthy relationship with Jesus.  If we do not bear fruit we are useless.  If we are not bearing the fruit of the Spirit we must ask ourselves whether we are really abiding in Jesus.

Occasion five (CHRIST-LIKE) - Matthew 10:24-25 “A student [disciple] is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master.  It is enough for the student [disciple] 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!”

Jesus says that students/learners 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.  Paul tells us in Romans 8:29 that God actually saved us so that we might become Christ-like.  So surely we must desire to become more like Christ.

When Jesus says that a student 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 the same.  

Occasion six (MAKING DISCIPLES) - Matt 28:18-20 “Jesus 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’.”

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.  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 command to ‘go and make disciples’ is not complete when someone comes to faith.  Rather this is merely the beginning; 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 others to develop these characteristics. 

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?

