Discipleship: What is it? - Part I

I've been a part of a number of discussions with GCC leaders lately where the topic of

discipleship emerged. Our youth small groups are to be more discipleship-oriented than in
the past, so has been a hot topic. Dave has been working furiously to get those groups
geared up for the fall and has succeeded in putting together something influential for our

young people.

Some of the other discussions around the church have raised some questions about how we
use the word discipleship. I sometimes find that we are using a word that is either
meaningless, or means different things to different people. I have to confess my prejudices
about discipleship- my Doctoral dissertation was on this topic- so I have thought about it a
lot and have some ideas about it!

Discipleship and Core Values

If you’ve been around long enough to hear us talk about the core values of Grace
Community Church, you realize that discipleship is one of the central issues for us here at
GCC. More importantly than that, discipleship is the key mission of any true Church (see
Matthew 28:18-20). Jesus did not leave us with the role of making Christians out of non-
Christians, but of making disciples out of all nations. Mere professions of faith in Christ are
not satisfying...we must make disciples!

What is a Disciple?

The disciple is the most frequently used description of the followers of Christ, whether
referring to the original twelve disciples or the early church in the book of Acts. While
absent elsewhere in the New Testament, ‘disciple’ occurs 264 times in the Gospels and Acts,
generally in reference to the Disciples of Christ. Understanding this term is essential to

understanding what God expects of us as Christians.

What does “disciple” mean?



According to Kittel’s Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, to be a disciple is to
direct one’s mind to something, or to learn under instruction, and “the use consistently
implies an intellectual process that always has external effects and involves a conscious or
unconscious intellectual initiative”. As disciples Christians are learning from one Teacher:
the Lord Jesus Christ. This truth has practical significance for the work of making disciples.

Living as a disciple involves a total attachment of the pupil to the teacher.

Another unique aspect of Jesus’ disciples is their devotion and loyalty to the person of
Jesus. Teachers in the ancient world directed their disciples toward devotion to their
doctrines and beliefs, and when they died it was their teaching that was carried forward by
their disciples. Jesus, however, directed His disciples to Himself as the divine Son, and it
was more than His teaching that they sought to propagate. Their mission was to lead others
to a life-changing devotion to the person of Jesus. "No doubt the nature of the discipleship
of Jesus was determined right from the beginning by His own person to which the disciples
bound themselves” (Colin Brown).

Jesus encouraged this kind of personal faith and devotion. He called Himself the bread of
life (John 6:35), teaching His disciples that through coming to Him and believing in Him,
they would find deep, inner satisfaction. It was not just His truths that mattered, though He
expected His disciples to obey His teaching (Matt. 28:18-20). He called them to believe in
His very person. Through Him alone could they relate to God (Jn. 14:6).

So it becomes very clear that our job is not merely conveying Christian theology or even
Biblical knowledge to people. Our job is to attach people to Jesus of Nazareth as His
disciple. It involves information transfer, but it is much more than that. Jesus himself did
His teaching in the context of relationships- living faith in real life circumstances.

It is therefore more than technically wrong to call someone in my discipleship group one of
“my disciples.” I've failed at the outset if that is my mindset! Our first job in one another’s
lives is to push each other to Jesus- to encourage each other to complete devotion to Him.

So how do we do this? How do we go about it? ..Tune in for the next “Grace Today” for

some answers!

-Don Ward

Excerpts of this were taken from "Grace Centered Discipleship in the Local Church". A
“"PDF” file version of this is available upon request from Pastor Ward.












