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C L A S S I C  D I S C I P L E S H I P  

Unearthing Historic 
Discipleship 
The Definition of “Disciple” 

disciple is a learner or pupil.1 This definition is confirmed by Liddell and 
Scott,2 Vine,3 and Bullinger.4 Taken from the root word math, it “denotes 
the man who directs his mind to something. The emphasis is not so 
much on the incompleteness or even deficiency of education as on the 

fact that the one thus designated is engaged in learning (emphasis added), that his 
education consists in the appropriation or adoption of specific knowledge or 
conduct, and that it proceeds deliberately and according to a set plan. There is thus 
no mathetes (disciple) without a teacher.”5 Dwight Pentecost is correct, therefore, 
when he notes that “the idea of teaching and learning is preeminent in the word 
disciple.6  

A 

 
                                                                          

1 William F. Arndt and F. Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other 
Christian Literature (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1957), p. 486. 

2 Liddell and Scott, An Intermediate Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1889), p. 483. 

3 W.E. Vine, An Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words (Old Tappan, New Jersey: Fleming H. 
Revell Company, 1940), 1:316. 

4 Ethelbert W. Bullinger, A Critical Lexicon and Concordance (London: Samuel Bagster and Sons Limited, 
1971), p. 226. 

5 Gerhard Kittel, ed., trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1967), 4:416. 

6 J. Dwight Pentecost, Design for Discipleship (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 1996), p. 10. 
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Beyond the useful, but technical definitions of the lexicons, we discover an 
incomparable richness of meaning in the words of Dietrich Bonhoeffer as he 
describes a disciple of Jesus Christ.  
 

The disciple is dragged out of his relative security into a life of absolute 
insecurity (that is, in truth, into the absolute security and safety of the 
fellowship of Jesus), from a life which is observable and calculable (it is, in fact, 
quite incalculable) into a life where everything is unobservable and fortuitous 
(that is, into one which is necessary and calculable), out of the realm of finite 
(which is in truth the infinite) into the realm of infinite possibilities (which is 
the one liberating reality). Again it is not universal law. Rather it is the exact 
opposite of all legality. It is nothing else than bondage to Jesus Christ alone, 
completely breaking through every programme, every ideal, every set of laws. No 
other significance is possible, since Jesus is the only significance. Beside Jesus 
nothing has any significance. He alone matters.7  
 

The Key Ideas 
1. A disciple is a __________________. 

2. Taken from the root word math, the word disciple denotes a person who directs 
his __________ to something. 

3. The emphasis is: 

a. Not on the ____________________ of education. 

b. Not on the ________________ of education. 

c. On the fact that one is engaged in ________________. 

d. On the appropriation or adoption of specific _________________. 

e. On the appropriation or adoption of specific ________________. 

f. On the fact that it proceeds __________________ and according to a 
set _____________. 

                                                                          

7 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1949), p. 63. 
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The Disciple’s Square 

There are four essential elements that can be discovered in the definition of the 
word disciple: pedagogue, pupil, purpose, and plan. All four “P’s” must be present 
in a discipling relationship. 
 
Pedagogue: a DiscipleMaker; a wise and knowledgeable Mentor who makes a 
personal investment in the lives of others. 
 
Pupil: a learner; a disciple; a faithful person who willingly and eagerly seeks to 
grow to maturity under the leadership of a Mentor.  
 
Purpose: the reason given for establishing a discipling relationship. 
 
Plan: the strategy employed by which the pupil grows to maturity. 
 
 
 

Pedagogue 

A Wise and 
Knowledgeable Teacher 

 

 

Pupil 

A Person Willing to 
Learn 

 

Purpose 

A Clear Purpose 

 

Plan 

A Master Plan 

Unearthing Historic Discipleship 1-3 



C L A S S I C  D I S C I P L E S H I P  

Who Is Jesus’ Disciple? 

A true disciple of Jesus Christ 

is one who _____________ Him,8

_______________ from Him, 

and is _________________ to Him alone.9

 

                                                                          

8 “Man’s knowledge of God, then, is very similar to God’s knowledge of man. To know Him is to be involved 
with Him as a friend or as an enemy. For the believer, to know Him is to love Him” [John Frame, The 
Doctrine of the Knowledge of God (Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company, 
1987), p. 47]. 

9 Consider John Stott’s understanding of a Christian disciple: “He (Jesus) never lowered his standards or 
modified his conditions to make his call more readily acceptable. He asked his first disciples, and he has asked 
every disciple since, to give him their thoughtful and total commitment. Nothing less than this will do” [John 
Stott, Basic Christianity (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1971), p. 108]. 

J. Dwight Pentecost affirms that “a true disciple is one who has a love for the person of Christ, confidence in 
the word of Christ, and is completely committed to Christ in service and obedience” [J. Dwight Pentecost, 
Design For Discipleship (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 1996), p. 16]. 

Listen as you hear C.S. Lewis recounting the moment when he became a disciple of Jesus Christ: “You must 
picture me alone in that room in Magdalen, night after night, feeling, whenever my mind lifted even for a 
second from my work, the steady, unrelenting approach of Him whom I so earnestly desired not to meet. 
That which I greatly feared had at last come upon me. In the Trinity Term of 1929 I gave in, and admitted 
that God was God, and knelt and prayed: perhaps, that night, the most dejected and reluctant convert in all 
England. I did not then see what is now the most shining and obvious thing; the Divine humility which will 
accept a convert even on such terms. The Prodigal Son at least walked home on his own feet. But who can 
duly adore that Love which will open the high gates to a prodigal who is brought in kicking, struggling, 
resentful, and darting his eyes in every direction for a chance of escape? The words compelle intrare, compel 
them to come in, have been so abused by wicked men that we shudder at them; but, properly understood, 
they plumb the depth of the Divine mercy. The hardness of God is kinder than the softness of men, and His 
compulsion is our liberation” [C.S. Lewis, Surprised By Joy (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1955), 
pp. 228-229]. 
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Ten Characteristics of a Disciple of Jesus Christ10

1. He ___________________ from Jesus. 
As we have shown, the word mathetes means a learner or pupil. “Apart from a few 
exceptions, mathetes denotes the men who have attached themselves to Jesus as 
their Master.”11 “Explictly or implicitly the mathetes is always accompanied by the 
teacher around whom the disciples gather.”12 Today, though modern disciples 
(Christians) gather around capable mentors who impart much that is wise and 
necessary for spiritual formation, it should be remembered that Jesus is still the one 
and only true Teacher around whom His children must “gather” and to whom the 
mentor must constantly point. Jesus said, “Take my yoke upon you, and learn from 
Me.”13   

2. His _________  _________ is shaped by Jesus. 
“Mathetes always implies the existence of a personal attachment which shapes the 
whole life of the one described as mathetes and which in its particularity leaves no 
doubt as to who is deploying the formative power.”14 “It is the business of the 
mathetes of Jesus to be stamped and fashioned by Him.”15 One of the clearest 
examples of this can be seen in the dramatic story involving Peter and John as they 
are arrested and brought before the Council in Jerusalem. Filled with the Holy 
Spirit, Peter gives answer to the question put to him, “By what power, or in what 
name, have you done this (healed the lame beggar)?” Following his response, Luke 
records that “as they observed the confidence of Peter and John, and understood 
that they were uneducated and untrained men, they were marveling, and began to 

                                                                          
10 Based on K.H. Rengstorf’s study of the Greek word mathetes (disciple) as presented in Kittel’s 
Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. 

11 Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 10 vols., ed. Gerhard Kittel, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley 
(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1967), 4:441. 

12 Ibid., p. 442. 

13 Matthew 11:29. 

14 Kittel, p. 441. 

15 Ibid., p. 449 
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recognize them as having been with Jesus.”16 Jesus had so imprinted His life upon 
them, that the association was obvious. 

3. His ___________ and ____________ life is controlled by 
Jesus. 
“The control of the mathetes by the man to whom they have committed themselves 
extends in the New Testament to the inner life. In the N.T. we do not find any 
instances where mathetes is used without this implication of supremely personal 
union.”17   

4. He has been ________________ by Jesus. 
Every incident of a disciple following Jesus is “exclusively marked by the initiative 
of Jesus. The initiative is with Jesus Himself, both in respect of forming a circle of 
disciples, and also with respect to its composition.”18 “Even the fellowship of the 
disciples with Him is His gift.”19 “And He went up to the mountain and summoned 
those whom He Himself wanted, and they came to Him. And He appointed twelve, that 
they might be with Him, and that He might send them out to preach.”20

5. His relationship with Jesus is ________________. 
“The factor on which the whole emphasis lies is exclusively the person of 
Jesus. It is never the isolated Word of Jesus which either attracts to allegiance 
or repels. The Word develops its true and binding force only when there is 
already commitment to Him.”21

                                                                          

16 Acts 4:13. 

17 Kittel, p. 442. 

18 Ibid. 

19 Ibid., p. 449. 

20 Mark 3:13-14. 

21 Kittel, p. 445. 
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6. He accepts Jesus’ unconditional ________________. 
They are not only to accept His authority “inwardly by believing in Him, but 
also outwardly by obeying Him.”22 “Knowing God is knowing Him as Lord; 
‘knowing that I am the Lord.’ And knowing Him as Lord is knowing His 
control, authority, and presence.”23

 

7. He _______________ to Jesus. 
“Jesus’ own disciples are always listeners who simply put questions when they 
do not understand what Jesus says. The decisive thing, however, is not 
intellectual appropriation but acceptance of the Word of Jesus by the will, and 
its implementation.”24

 

8. He _______________ with Jesus. 
“The way of Jesus leads to the cross. Hence entry into His fellowship as His 
mathetes  (disciple) carries with it the obligation to suffer. The tradition is unanimous 
that in fact Jesus left His disciples in no doubt that they were committing 
themselves to suffering if they followed Him.”25 “When I speak of Christian 
suffering,” writes John White, “I am referring to that suffering I experience because 
of my loyalty to Christ. I do not even mean suffering because of the way I witness 
(some of us suffer because we are obnoxious and self-righteous) but suffering that 
arises because I stand close to the suffering Christ.”26

                                                                          

22 Ibid., p. 448. 

23 John Frame, The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God (Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed 
Publishing Company, 1987), p. 18. 

24 Kittel, p. 449. 

25 Ibid., p. 449. 

26 John White, The Cost of Commitment (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1976), p. 12. 
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9. He ______________ Jesus. 
“As He Himself does not turn inwards into Himself, but girds Himself for service, 
so He directs the gaze and powers of His disciples to His task, which by their 
association with Him is also theirs.”27 “For even the Son of Man did not come to 
be served, but to serve and to give His life a ransom for many.”28

10. He seeks to ____________  ______________ to 
Jesus. 
“The relation in which the disciples are set by Jesus to Himself implies already that 
witness to Him is the task to which they are called as His disciples.”29

 

 

The life of Christianity consists very much in our love to Christ. 
Without love to Christ, we are as much without spiritual life as 
a carcass when the soul is fled from it is without natural life. 
Faith without love to Christ is a dead faith, and a Christian 
without love to Christ is a dead Christian, dead in sins and 
trespasses. Without love to Christ we may have the name of 
Christian, but we are wholly without the nature. We may have 
the form of godliness, but are wholly without the power. Give 
me thine heart is the language of God to all the children of men, 
Proverbs 23:26; and “Give me thy love” is the language of Christ 
to all His disciples.30

 

                                                                          

27 Kittel, p. 452. 

28 Mark 10:45. 

29 Kittel, p. 455. 

30 Thomas Vincent, The True Christian’s Love to the Unseen Christ (Ligonier, PA: Soli Deo Gloria 
Publications, 1993), p. 1. 
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What Do Jesus’ Disciples Need To Learn? 

We have shown that a disciple is a learner. The prevalent 
word used in the New Testament for learn has the basic 
meaning “to direct one’s mind to something.”31 Kittel 
maintains that “an intellectual process is always implied”32 
when the word is used. A disciple, then, is one who thinks, 
who concentrates, and who prayerfully apprehends what 
His Master wants him to be, to know, or to do as revealed 
in the Bible. As he reads and studies the Word, he attempts 
to guard his mind from internal and external distractions in 
order to fully grasp His Master’s instructions exactly as He 
intended them. This is the heart of a learner. 

A disciple is one 
who thinks, who 
concentrates, and 
who prayerfully 
apprehends what 
His Master wants 
him to be, to know, 
or to do as revealed 
in the Bible.  

While the Greek word for learn occurs 25 times in the New Testament, the Greek 
translation of the Old Testament (the Septuagent) uses the term some 55 times. In 
almost 30 of these cases, it is translated by one Hebrew word. Therefore, Kittel 
maintains that this Hebrew word “is the true original for manthano (to learn).”33 A 
careful study of these two Scriptural words reveals what God has set before believers 
to learn. 

F R O M  T H E  O L D  T E S T A M E N T  

1. The _____________ of the Lord. 
When Moses was 120 years old and at the end of his life, he commanded the priests to 
read the law to all the Israelites at the end of every seven years during the Feast of 
Tabernacles. These were his words to the Levites: 

Assemble the people - men, women and children, and the aliens living in your 
towns—so they can listen and learn to fear the LORD your God and 
follow carefully all the words of this law. Their children, who do not know this law, 

                                                                          

31 Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 10 vols., ed. Gerhard Kittel, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley 
(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1967), 4:391. 

32 Ibid., p. 392. 

33 Ibid., p. 400. 
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must hear it and learn to fear the LORD your God as long as you live in 
the land you are crossing the Jordan to possess.34

What is the fear of the Lord? “The term fear is now to be understood as awe, 
reverential love, and ready submission to and service for God.”35 Consider Abraham. 
When he obediently took his only son Isaac to the region of Moriah to sacrifice him as 
a burnt offering, the angel of the Lord called out to him from heaven and said, “Do 
not lay a hand on the boy. Do not do anything to him. Now I know that you fear God, 
because you have not withheld from me your son, your only son.”36 “Yahweh stated 
that Abraham, by not withholding his son, had proved that he ‘feared God.’ Yahweh 
said ‘now I know’: I take full cognizance of your exhibition of faith and obedience, 
which are essential aspects of the biblical phrase ‘to fear God.’”37

Vos reinforces Van Groningen’s idea: “The fear of Jehovah remains throughout the 
O.T. the generic name for religion. But henceforth, it is a fear that has more of 
reverence than of dread in it. In this sense it continues to color the coordinate element 
of friendship and trust with reference to God. There is a peculiar strain of submission, 
a specific humility mixed with the trustful intercourse (Genesis 17:3;18:3); but, 
nevertheless, the predominant note is the opposite, the feeling of friendship with 
God.”38

John Murray notes that there are two distinct ways the word fear is used in Scripture: 
“There is the fear that consists in being afraid; it elicits anguish and terror. There is the 
fear of reverence; it elicits confidence and love.”39 Devoting an entire chapter to this 
subject,40 Murray concludes his discourse in language that urges every human heart to 
commit itself entirely to God. 

                                                                          

34 Deut. 31:12-13. 

35 Gerard Van Groningen, From Creation to Consummation (Sioux Center, Iowa: Dordt College Press, 
1996), p. 333. 

36 Genesis 22:12. 

37 Van Groningen, p. 232. 

38 Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1948), p. 100. 

39 John Murray, Principles of Conduct (Grand Rapids:Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1957), p. 233.  

40 Ibid., chapter 10. 
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The fear of God could be nothing less than the soul of rectitude. It is the 
apprehension of God’s glory that constrains the fear of his name. It is that same 
glory that commands our totality commitment to him, totality trust and obedience. 
The fear of God is but the reflex in our consciousness of the transcendent perfection 
which alone could warrant and demand the totality of our commitment in love and 
devotion. ‘Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy 
soul, and with all thy mind, and with all thy strength’ (Mark 12:30). It is the 
transcendent perfection of God, the fact that he is God and there is none else, that 
validates this totality demand. The fear of God in us is that frame of heart and 
mind which reflects our apprehension of who and what God is, and who and what 
God is will tolerate nothing less than totality commitment to him. The 
commandments of God are the concrete expressions to us of God’s glory and will. If 
we are committed to him in devotion and love, we shall love his commandments too. 
The fear of God and the love of God are but different aspects of our response to him 
in the glory of his majesty and holiness (cf. Deuteronomy 6:2,4,14). ‘The fear of the 
Lord is clean, enduring forever: the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous 
altogether. More to be desired are they than gold, yea, than much fine gold: sweeter 
also than honey and the honeycomb. Moreover by them is thy servant warned: and in 
keeping of them there is great reward’ (Psalm 19:9-11).41

The following passages demonstrate God’s intense desire for His children to learn to 
fear Him: 

“Remember the day you stood before the LORD your God at Horeb, when he said to 
me, ‘Assemble the people before me to hear my words so that they may learn to 
revere me as long as they live in the land and may teach them to their children.’”42

“Eat the tithe of your grain, new wine and oil, and the firstborn of your herds and 
flocks in the presence of the LORD your God at the place he will choose as a dwelling 
for his Name, so that you may learn to revere the LORD your God always.”43

“When he takes the throne of his kingdom, he is to write for himself on a scroll a copy 
of this law, taken from that of the priests, who are Levites. It is to be with him, and he 
is to read it all the days of his life so that he may learn to revere the LORD his God 
and follow carefully all the words of this law and these decrees.”44  

                                                                          

41 Ibid., p. 242. 

42 Deut. 4:10. 

43 Deut. 14:23. 

44 Deut. 17:19. 
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A true disciple of Jesus Christ, then, is one who is learning the fear of the Lord; 
that is, he is seeking to apprehend the majesty and glory of God that he may 
respond to Him in awe, reverential love, submission, faith, obedience, 
friendship, trust, humility, commitment, and devotion. 

 

“Come, my children, listen to me; I will teach you the fear of the LORD.”45

2. God’s decrees, ____________, _______________ and 
statutes. 
When a person becomes a follower of Jesus Christ,  

he is a man who acknowledges and lives under the word of God. He submits 
without reserve to the word of God written in ‘the Scripture of truth’ (Dan. 10:21), 
believing the teaching, trusting the promises, following the commands. His eyes are to 
the God of the Bible as his Father, and the Christ of the Bible as his Saviour. He 
will tell you, if you ask him, that the word of God has both convinced him of sin and 
assured him of forgiveness. His conscience, like Luther’s, is captive to the word of 
God, and he aspires, like the psalmist, to have his whole life brought into line with 
it. ‘O that my ways were directed to keep thy statutes!’ ‘O let me not wander from 
thy commandments.’ ‘Teach me thy statutes. Make me to understand the way of thy 
precepts.’ ‘Incline my heart unto thy testimonies.’ ‘Let my heart be sound in thy 
statutes.’ (Psalm 119:5,10,26f.,36,80). The promises are before him as he prays, 
and the precepts are before him as he moves among men. He knows that in addition 
to the word of God spoken directly to him in the Scriptures, God’s word has also 
gone forth to create, and control, and order things around him; but since the 
Scriptures tell him that all things work together for his good, the thought of God 
ordering his circumstances brings him only joy. He is an independent fellow, for he 
uses the word of God as a touchstone by which to test the various views that are put 
to him, and he will not touch anything which he is not sure that Scripture 
sanctions.46  

A true disciple of Jesus Christ spends his whole life seeking to learn and obey 
God’s laws, not for the purpose of earning his salvation, but in order to please the 
One who called him out of darkness into His marvelous light. These laws are a 

                                                                          

45 Psalm 34:11. 

46 J.I. Packer, Knowing God (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1973), pp. 104-5. 
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clear “manifestation of the will of God” and are “designed to bind the conscience 
and to regulate the conduct of men.”47  

Jesus explained the importance of obedience to his disciples: “He who has My 
commandments, and keeps them, he it is who loves Me; and he who loves Me 
shall be loved by My Father, and I will love him, and will disclose Myself to him.”48 
The connection is clear: “active obedience is the sign of the presence of love.”49  

The following Old Testament references inform us that the believing community 
was, and is, enjoined to learn and to obey God’s righteous laws: 

“Moses summoned all Israel and said: ‘Hear, O Israel, the decrees and laws I 
declare in your hearing today. Learn them and be sure to follow them.’”50  

“I will praise you with an upright heart as I learn your righteous laws.”51

“It was good for me to be afflicted so that I might learn your decrees.”52  

“Your hands made me and formed me; give me understanding to learn your 
commands.”53  

“See, I have taught you decrees and laws as the LORD my God commanded 
me, so that you may follow them in the land you are entering to take possession 
of it. Observe them carefully, for this will show your wisdom and understanding 
to the nations, who will hear about all these decrees and say, ‘Surely this great 
nation is a wise and understanding people.’ What other nation is so great as to have 
their gods near them the way the LORD our God is near us whenever we pray to 

                                                                          

47 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1973), pp. 
265-266.  

48 John 14:21. 

49 B.F. Westcott, The Gospel According To St. John (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
1881), p. 207 

50 Deuteronomy 5:1. 

51 Psalm 119:7. 

52 Psalm 119:71. 

53 Psalm 119:73. 
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him? And what other nation is so great as to have such righteous decrees and 
laws as this body of laws I am setting before you today?”54  

The observance of the law, however, required that it should be kept as it was given, 
that nothing should be added to it or taken from it, but that men should submit to it 
as to the inviolable word of God. Not by omissions only, but by additions also, was 
the commandment weakened, and the word of God turned into ordinances of men, 
as Pharisaism sufficiently proved. This precept is repeated in chapter 13:1; it is then 
revived by the prophets (Jer. 26:2; Prov. 30:6), and enforced again at the close of the 
whole revelation (Rev. 22:18,19). In the same sense Christ also said that He had 
not come to destroy the law or the prophets, but to fulfill (Matt. 5:17); and the old 
covenant was not abrogated, but only glorified and perfected, by the new.55   

“These are the commands, decrees and laws the LORD your God directed me to 
teach you to observe in the land that you are crossing the Jordan to possess, so that 
you, your children and their children after them may fear the LORD your God as long 
as you live by keeping all his decrees and commands that I give you, and so that 
you may enjoy long life.  Hear, O Israel, and be careful to obey so that it may go well 
with you and that you may increase greatly in a land flowing with milk and honey, just 
as the LORD, the God of your fathers, promised you.”56  

“For Ezra had devoted himself to the study and observance of the Law of the 
LORD, and to teaching its decrees and laws in Israel.”57  

“Accept, O LORD, the willing praise of my mouth, and teach me your laws.”58   

“In the third year of his reign he sent his officials Ben-Hail, Obadiah, Zechariah, 
Nethanel and Micaiah to teach in the towns of Judah. With them were certain 
Levites—Shemaiah, Nethaniah, Zebadiah, Asahel, Shemiramoth, Jehonathan, 
Adonijah, Tobijah and Tob-Adonijah—and the priests Elishama and Jehoram. They 

                                                                          

54 Deuteronomy 4:5-8. 

55 C.F. Keil and F. Delitsch, trans. by James Martin, The Pentateuch, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1867, 3:309. 

56 Deuteronomy 6:1-3. 

57 Ezra 7:10. 

58 Psalm 119:108; cf. Psalm 119:12,26,68,124. 
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taught throughout Judah, taking with them the Book of the Law of the LORD; 
they went around to all the towns of Judah and taught the people.”59  

“So Moses wrote down this law and gave it to the priests, the sons of Levi, who carried 
the ark of the covenant of the LORD, and to all the elders of Israel. Then Moses 
commanded them: ‘At the end of every seven years, in the year for canceling debts, 
during the Feast of Tabernacles, when all Israel comes to appear before the LORD 
your God at the place he will choose, you shall read this law before them in their 
hearing. Assemble the people—men, women and children, and the aliens living in your 
towns—so they can listen and learn to fear the LORD your God and follow carefully 
all the words of this law. Their children, who do not know this law, must hear it and 
learn to fear the LORD your God as long as you live in the land you are crossing the 
Jordan to possess.’”60  

All of these passages suggest that the knowledge of God and His world begins with 
learning the Word; and this learning is the fruit or product of careful Bible study. “If 
the Bible were the most boring book in the world, dull, uninteresting and seemingly 
irrelevant, it would still be our duty to study it. If its literary style were awkward and 
confusing, the duty would remain. We live as human beings under an obligation by 
divine mandate to study diligently God’s Word. He is our Sovereign, it is his Word and 
he commands that we study it. A duty is not an option. If you have not yet begun to 
respond to that duty, then you need to ask God to forgive you and to resolve to do 
your duty from this day forth.”61

A true disciple of Jesus Christ, then, is one who acknowledges, listens to, and 
carefully obeys the Word of God; that is, he believes the teaching, trusts the 
promises, and follows the commands. 

3. _____________________________ 
“My soul yearns for you in the night; in the morning my spirit longs for you. When 
your judgments come upon the earth, the people of the world learn righteousness. 
Though grace is shown to the wicked, they do not learn righteousness; even in a land 
of uprightness they go on doing evil and regard not the majesty of the LORD.”62

                                                                          

59 II Chronicles 17:7-9. 

60 Deuteronomy 31:9-13. 

61 R.C. Sproul, Knowing Scripture (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1977), p. 31. 

62 Isaiah 26:9. 
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This is the only text in the Old Testament where righteousness is mentioned as the 
object of learning. It means to devoutly conform to the law of God. It is important to 
note that people “must learn righteousness, for they are not righteous by nature. Their 
heart and its inclinations turn away from true righteousness.”63 Believers are not only to 
study the Word to learn what it teaches, but to learn how to live out that teaching in daily 
life before God and man by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

In times of prosperity and ease, some believers drift away from the Lord. In that great 
hymn, Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing, author Robert Robinson reminds us that 
“Jesus sought me when a stranger, Wandering from the fold of God.”64 In the final 
stanza, he recognizes that we are “prone to wander.” 

O to grace how great a debtor 
Daily I’m constrained to be! 
Let Thy goodness, like a fetter, 
Bind my wandering heart to Thee: 
Prone to wander, Lord, I feel it, 
Prone to leave the God I love; 
Here’s my heart, O take and seal it; 
Seal it for Thy courts above.”65

 

Jealous for the love and devotion of His people, God employs Isaiah to bring the 
message that when His “judgments come upon the earth, the people of the world learn 
righteousness.” God’s judgments are the means by which he turns His wandering 
children’s hearts back to righteousness. “When the chastising hand of God is felt, at 
such a time, men may learn what they hitherto have not known. God is the teacher, 
and the instrument which He often employs to teach righteousness is His judgment.”66 
O.T. scholar Alec Motyer agrees: “One of the things that hold the people of God in 
their obedience is the fact that the judgments of the Lord on earth enable its people to 

                                                                          

63 Edward J. Young, The Book of Isaiah, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
1969), 2:215. 

64 Robert Robinson, adapted by Margaret Clarkson, The Hymnal for Worship and Celebration (Waco, Texas: 
Word Music, 1986), hymn 2. 

65 Ibid. 

66 E.J. Young, 2:215. 
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learn righteousness.”67 So, either the law of God will be obeyed by His people, or His 
moral disciplines will have to be accepted and endured.68

“Take your evil deeds out of my sight!  

Stop doing wrong, learn to do right!”69

A true disciple of Jesus Christ, then, is one who is learning righteousness; that 
is, he is seeking to be and do right according to God’s Word. 

4. God’s _________________. 
The Scriptures speak of two kinds of paths. God’s paths are called “the path of life,”70 
“the paths of the Lord,”71 “His way or ways,”72 a “straight path,”73 “the course of the 
just,”74 “the path of the righteous,”75 “the way of righteousness,”76 and “the way of 

                                                                          

67 J. Alec Motyer, Isaiah, (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1999), p. 175. 

68 Ibid. 

69 Isaiah 1:16-17. 

70 Ps. 16:11; Prov. 2:19; 15:24. 

71 Ps. 25:10. 

72 Ps. 27:11; 119:15; cf. Is. 2:3; Micah 4:2. 

73 Ps. 27:11; cf. Prov. 3:6. 

74 Prov. 2:8; cf. Prov. 8:20. 

75 Prov. 4:18; Is. 26:8. 

76 Prov. 8:20; 12:28. 
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your laws.”77 On the other hand, those paths that are contrary to God’s are called “dark 
ways,”78 “crooked,”79 “the path of the wicked,”80 “evil,”81 and “wrong.”82

In Psalm 25:4-5, David writes: “Show me your ways, O Lord, teach me your paths; 
guide me in your truth and teach me, for you are God my Savior, and my hope is in 
you all day long.” As in the other O.T. texts we have examined, the word teach is from 
the root word that means to learn. So far we have seen that God wants his children to 
learn the fear of the Lord, His decrees, laws, commands, and statutes, and 
righteousness. Now we are told that He wants us to learn His paths. 

What are God’s paths? They are “that manner of life which is well pleasing to him.”83 
When writing to the Ephesians, the apostle Paul exhorted the believers that their whole 
way of life ought to be characterized by “trying to learn what is pleasing to the Lord.”84 
Therefore,    

God’s ways are either the orderings of his providence, or the paths of obedience 
pointed out by him. It is right for us to commit our whole way to God, to beg him to 
do all for us, and to enable us to live to him. We are not fit to govern ourselves. We 
are not able to find the right ways of God in which we should walk. The prayer is 
renewed: Teach me thy paths; q.d.,85 Teach me to understand what I may know of 

                                                                          

77 Is. 26:8. 

78 Prov. 2:13. 

79 Prov. 2:15; 5:6. 

80 Prov. 4:14. 

81 Ps. 119:101. 

82 Ps. 119:104; 128. 

83 William S. Plumer, Psalms (Carlisle, Pennsylvania: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1867), p. 331. 

84 Eph. 5:10. 

85 q.d. is quasi dicat meaning “as if he should say.” 
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thy providential dealings and instruct me in ‘the straight ways in which thy pious 
and faithful servant should walk.’86

Sometimes Christ’s followers struggle to stay on the right path, as did Christian and 
Hopeful in Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. Yet, “every rule which God approves for his 
people to walk by, is in the end found to be mercy, conducive to their best good; and 
truth, free from those falsehoods, which delude and deceive the wicked.”87 In other 
words, God’s paths are for our best good (even when we think they are restrictive) for 
they are paved with truth, not with lies. “Crooked ways are to be avoided because they 
are wicked; rough ways, because they are uncomfortable; and dark ways, because they 
are perilous.”88  

How does a follower of Jesus Christ stay on the right paths? Consider Bridges’ wise 
counsel: 

Take one step at a time, every step under Divine warrant and direction. Ever plan 
for yourself in simple dependence on God. It is nothing less than self-idolatry to 
conceive that we can carry on even the ordinary matters of the day without his 
counsel. He loves to be consulted. Therefore take all thy difficulties to be resolved by 
him. Be in the habit of going to him in the first place – before self-will, self-pleasing, 
self-wisdom, human friends, convenience, expediency. Before any of these have been 
consulted go to God at once. Consider no circumstances too clear to need his direction. 
In all thy ways, small as well as great; in all thy concerns, personal or relative, 
temporal or eternal, let him be supreme. Let the will be kept in a quiet, subdued, 
cheerful readiness to move, stay, retreat, turn to the right hand or to the left, at the 
Lord’s bidding; always remembering that is best which is least our own doing, and 
that a pliable spirit ever secures the needful guidance.89

The following references are powerful reminders that Christ presents his followers 
with certain, morally straight paths that inevitably lead to life: 

“You have made known to me the path of life; you will fill me with joy in your 
presence, with eternal pleasures at your right hand.”90

                                                                          

86 Plumer, p. 331. 

87 Ibid., 333. 

88 Ibid., 358. 

89 Charles Bridges, A Commentary on Proverbs (London: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1846), pp. 24-25.  

90 Ps. 16:11. 
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“All the ways of the Lord are loving and faithful for those who keep the demands of 
his covenant.”91

“Teach me your way, O Lord; lead me in a straight path because of my 
oppressors.”92

“I meditate on your precepts and consider your ways.”93

“I have kept my feet from every evil path so that I might obey your Word.”94

“In all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight.”95

“He will teach us his ways, so that we may walk in his paths.”96

“Yes, Lord, walking in the way of your laws, we wait for you; your name and renown 
are the desire of our hearts.”97

A true disciple of Jesus Christ, then, is one who is learning God’s ways; that is, 
in simple dependence on God, he is able to discern the good from the evil path 
and remain on the path of obedience, one step at a time. 

5. Good ______________________. 
“Teach me knowledge and good judgment, for I believe in your commands.”98

                                                                          

91 Ps. 25:10. 

92 Ps. 27:11. 

93 Ps. 119:15. 

94 Ps. 119:101. 

95 Prov. 3:6. 

96 Isaiah 2:3; cf. Micah 4:2. 

97 Isaiah 26:8. 

98 Ps. 119:66. 

Unearthing Historic Discipleship 1-20 



C L A S S I C  D I S C I P L E S H I P  

Decision-making is such an integral and pervasive part of our daily existence that, when 
it comes time to retire for the evening, it is impossible to accurately recall just how 
many choices we made during the previous 12-14 hours. From determining the time to 
rise and the clothes we wear to prioritizing the day’s activities, the number of decisions 
we make every day is staggering. 

Thankfully, many of our choices are benign and insignificant. In most cases, for 
instance, it really doesn’t matter that we wear the navy blue instead of the hunter green 
shirt. There are, however, other decisions that are difficult to make because the direct 
results may lead to consequences that we would not consider “good,” either for 
ourselves or for others. Most of us remember the hideous consequence that fell to the 
man who had been looking for the chalice used by our Lord and (regretfully) 
preempted Indiana Jones (Harrison Ford) in the choice. A singular, sober remark 
captured this man’s doom: “He chose poorly.”  

The Psalmist understands that good judgment – the ability to choose wisely – is not 
inherited; it is not a quality we possess at birth. Rather, he insists it must be learned 
from God.  

The two words “good judgment” literally mean “goodness of taste, the power to 
distinguish promptly and surely between right and wrong.”99 Kidner agrees: “Judgment, 
here, is literally ‘taste’, not in our sense of artistic judgment, but of spiritual 
discrimination: ‘for the ear tests words as the palate tastes food’ (Job 34:3). Cf. 
Hebrews 5:14.”100 Matthew Henry expounds further: “Teach me a good taste (so the 
word signifies), a good relish, to discern things that differ, to distinguish between truth 
and falsehood, good and evil...We should pray to God for a sound mind, that we may 
have spiritual senses exercised, Heb. 5:14. Many have knowledge who have little judgment; 
those who have both are well fortified against the snares of Satan and well furnished 
for the service of God and their generation.”101 To summarize, then, the Psalmist uses 
a Hebrew word which is “ethically the capacity of distinguishing between good and 
evil.”102  

                                                                          

99 A.F. Kirkpatrick, The Book of Psalms (Cambrigdge: At the University Press, 1910), p. 715. 

100 Derek Kidner, Psalms 73-150 (Leicester, England: InterVarsity Press, 1975), p. 426. Hebrews 5:14 reads: 
“But solid food is for the mature, who because of practice have their senses trained to discern good and evil” 
(NASV).  

101 Matthew Henry, Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible, 6 vols. (Old Tappan, New Jersey: 
Fleming H. Revell Company, 1710), 3:700. 

102 C.F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, trans. by James Martin, Psalms (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1867, p. 252.
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“The gift of good judgment,” then, “is a form of goodness which the godly man most 
needs and most desires, and it is one which the Lord is most ready to bestow. David 
felt that he had frequently failed in judgment in the matter of the Lord’s dealings with 
him: from want of knowledge he had misjudged the chastening hand of the heavenly 
Father, and therefore he now asks to be better instructed, since he perceives the 
injustice which he had done to the Lord by his hasty conclusions. He means to say – 
Lord, thou didst deal well with me when I thought thee hard and stern; be pleased to 
give me more wit, that I may not a second time think so ill of my Lord. A sight of our 
errors and a sense of our ignorance should make us teachable. We are not able to 
judge, for our knowledge is sadly inaccurate and imperfect; if the Lord teaches us 
knowledge, we shall attain to good judgement, but not otherwise. The Holy Ghost 
alone can fill us with light, and set our understanding upon a proper balance: let us 
ardently long for His teachings, since it is most desirable that we should be no longer 
mere children in knowledge and understanding.”103  

A true disciple of Jesus Christ, then, is one who is learning good judgment; that 
is, as he approaches each decision in life, he prayerfully seeks the Lord for 
wisdom and discretion that he might know what is true and what is false, and 
what is good and what is evil. 

F R O M  T H E  N E W  T E S T A M E N T  

After these rich findings in the Old Testament, it is surprising to discover that the true 
mark of a disciple according to the New Testament is not learning, but following104 - 
following Jesus. One could have anticipated that the N.T. would have yielded an 
additional list of objects for believers to learn. But this is not the case. 

Jesus’ concern was “not to impart information nor to deepen an existing attitude, but 
to awaken unconditional commitment to Himself.”105 Whereas the scribes and 
Pharisees were dedicated to the task of teaching the Law, Jesus’ concern was in 
drawing people to Himself. 

The most important passage of the twenty-five containing the verb to learn is Matthew 
11:29. “Take my yoke upon you, and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in 
heart; and you shall find rest for your souls.”106 This is the only text where Jesus is 

                                                                          

103 Charles H. Spurgeon, The Golden Alphabet (Pasadena, Texas: Pilgrim Publications, 1887), pp. 148-149. 

104 Kittel, 4:406. 

105 Ibid. 

106 Matthew 11:29. 
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referred to as the source of the disciples learning. “Learn from Me.” Naturally it raises 
the question, “What am I to learn from Him?” 

The key to answering this question is to be found in the meaning of the word yoke in 
our text. The yoke of the religious leaders in Jesus’ day “can only be that of worship 
under the Law, which involves the oppressive labor and attitude of the slave.”107  This 
claim can be easily substantiated by Jesus own words: 

The scribes and the Pharisees have seated themselves in the chair of Moses; 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. And they tie up heavy loads, and lay them on men’s 
shoulders; but they themselves are unwilling to move them with so much as a 
finger.108

William Hendriksen provides additional insights to help us understand what Jesus 
meant when He used the word yoke: “In Jewish literature a yoke represents the sum-
total of obligations which according to the teaching of the rabbis, a person must take 
upon himself. This definition accounts for such terms as ‘yoke of the Torah,’ ‘yoke of 
the commandments,’ ‘yoke of the kingdom of heaven,’ etc. It has already been shown 
that because of their misinterpretation, alteration, and augmentation of God’s holy law, 
the yoke which Israel’s teachers placed upon the shoulders of the people was that of a 
totally unwarranted legalism. It was the system of teaching that stressed salvation by 
means of strict obedience to a host of rules and regulations.”109 These religious leaders 
“made the will of God to them labor, weary and unaccomplishable.”110 The yoke was 
“one of laborious performances and of impossible self-righteousness.”111

Jesus offered His disciples something far different than the oppressive burden of 
legalism. He offered them Himself. “Take My yoke upon you.” The “yoke which Jesus 
lays on those who accept it is the new worship of God in the free access to the Father 
which is the portion of all who bow obediently to the Word of Jesus and receive from 
Him the revelation of the will of God. This access is not the result of human 
                                                                          

107 Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 10 vols., ed. Gerhard Kittel, trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley 
(Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1967), 2:900. 

108 Matthew 23:1-3. 

109 William Hendriksen, Exposition of the Gospel According to Matthew (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 
1973), p. 504. 

110 Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, 2 vols. (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co., 1971), I:562. 

111 Ibid., II:143. 
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attainment; it is the gift of Jesus in His Word and person.”112 While the Jewish yoke 
was according to works, Jesus’ yoke was according to faith.  

Having contrasted the yoke of the religious leaders with that of Jesus, what can we say 
about what we ought to learn from Jesus? In a word, everything. He is not only the 
source of our learning, but its object. We learn from Him while setting our affections on 
Him as the One who is the focus of our devotion and study.  

We must come to Jesus Christ as our Teacher, and set ourselves to learn of him. 
Christ has erected a great school, and has invited us to be his scholars. We must 
enter ourselves, associate with his scholars, and daily attend the instructions he gives 
by his word and Spirit. We must converse much with what he said, and have it 
ready to use upon all occasions; we must conform to what he did, and follow his 
steps, I Peter 2:21. Some make the following words, for I am meek and lowly in 
heart, to be the particular lesson we are required to learn from the example of Christ.  

We must learn of him to be meek and lowly, and must mortify our pride and 
passion, which render us so unlike to him. We must so learn of Christ as to learn 
Christ (Eph. 4:20), for he is both Teacher and Lesson, Guide and Way, and All 
in All.113

A true disciple of Jesus Christ, then, is one who has thrown off the yoke of 
legalism through faith in Christ, and who has established Jesus as the source 
and object of his knowledge and understanding. 

                                                                          

112 Kittel, 2:900. 

113 Matthew Henry, Commentary on the Whole Bible, 6 vols. (Old Tappan, New Jersey: Fleming H. Revell 
Company, 5:161-162. 
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A Summary

 
What Jesus’ Disciples Need To Learn 

 

 
The Object Explained 

 
 
 

The Fear of the Lord 

 
A true disciple of Jesus Christ is one who is 
learning the fear of the Lord; that is, he is seeking 
to apprehend the majesty and glory of God that 
he may respond to Him in awe, reverential love, 
submission, faith, obedience, friendship, trust, 
humility, commitment, and devotion. 
 

 
 

God’s Decrees, Laws, 
Commands, and Statutes 

 
 

 
A true disciple of Jesus Christ is one who 
acknowledges, listens to, and carefully obeys the 
Word of God; that is, he believes the teaching, 
trusts the promises, and follows the commands. 
 

 
 

Righteousness 
 
 

 
A true disciple of Jesus Christ is one who is 
learning righteousness; that is, he is seeking to be 
and do right according to God’s Word. 
 
 

 
 

God’s Paths 

 
A true disciple of Jesus Christ is one who is 
learning God’s ways; that is, in simple 
dependence on God, he is able to discern the 
good from the evil path and remain on the path of 
obedience, one step at a time. 
 

 
 
 

Good Judgment 
 

 
A true disciple of Jesus Christ is one who is 
learning good judgment. As he approaches each 
decision in life, he prayerfully seeks the Lord for 
wisdom and discretion that he might know what 
is true and what is false, what is good and what is 
evil. 
 

 
 

Christ 
 

 
A true disciple of Jesus Christ is one who has 
thrown off the yoke of legalism through faith in 
Christ, and who has established Jesus as the 
source and object of his knowledge and 
understanding. 
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The New Testament Idea of a Teacher 

We have already demonstrated that “there is no disciple without a teacher,”114 and that 
the teacher’s role is to shape the disciple’s whole life.115 So far, we have been examining 
the disciple/teacher relationship from the perspective of the Greek word for disciple and 
have learned that, in every case, the disciple is involved in a disciplined educational 
process by which he will gain knowledge and skills for living. In this section, we will 
change our vantage point and focus on the Greek word for teacher116 to discover what 
history and the New Testament reveals about the nature and role of a teacher.  

The first thing we learn is that the N.T. word for teacher was used in ancient history, 
from the time of Homer (12th century B.C.), and that it had the more technical 
definition of “a master of instruction.”117 From the very beginning it indicated “the 
regular and sustained impartation of knowledge.”118 These early teachers were 
individuals who imparted definite skills like reading, fighting, and music, “developing 
aptitudes already present.”119 The key idea to remember, however, is that the 
instruction provided by these teachers, in whatever field, was systematic.120

Eight centuries later, it is interesting to note that Socrates (c. 470 B.C.), “the most 
famous questioner in history,”121 refused the title of teacher. In Plato’s Apology, he 
disavows the rumor that he is a teacher: “As little foundation is there for the report that 

                                                                          

114 See “The Definition of Disciple,” p. 1. 

115 See “Ten Characteristics of a Disciple of Jesus Christ,” p. 5, no. 2. 

116
 dida>skalov 

117 Gerhard Kittel, ed., trans. Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1967), 2:148. 

118 Ibid., 2:148, footnote 3. 

119 Ibid. 2:149. 

120 Ibid. 

121 Wallace I. Matson, A History of Philosophy (New York: American Book Company, 1968), p. 76. 
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I am a teacher, and take money;122 this accusation has no more truth in it than the 
other.”123 Further on in the Apology, he rejects the accusation that he has disciples.  

But I have always been the same in all my actions, public as well as private, and 
never have I yielded any base compliance to those who are slanderously termed my 
disciples, or to any other. Not that I have any regular disciples. But if any one likes 
to come and hear me while I am pursuing my mission, whether he be young or old, 
he is not excluded. Nor do I converse only with those who pay; but any one, whether 
he be rich or poor, may ask and answer me and listen to my words; and whether he 
turns out to be a bad man or a good one, neither result can be justly imputed to me; 
for I never taught or professed to teach him anything. And if any one says that he 
has ever learned or heard anything from me in private which all the world has not 
heard, let me tell you that he is lying.124

We conclude, therefore, that Socrates “was never a teacher in the sense of trying to 
instruct and educate the young like the sophistic teachers, or in the sense of advocating 
an ideal, or particularly in the sense of making himself an example. He never pretended 
to be a teacher of moral virtue.”125

Contrary to Socrates’ philosophy and method of imparting wisdom, the Jewish 
teachers of the first century A.D. did have disciples and took their role as teacher 
seriously. They were called rabbis,126 a term of honor that was originally used in the land 
of Israel to address scholars, but gradually developed into a title for any person 
qualified to render decisions on Jewish law.127 These astute leaders were the keepers of 
the Law and, as such, were responsible for expounding “the divine will as laid down in 
the Law and the prophets.”128 To say it another way, the Jewish teacher was one who 

                                                                          

122 He was accused of being a Sophist who received money for his services. 

123 Plato, The Works of Plato, ed. Irwin Edman (New York: Tudor Publishing Company, 1931). p. 59. 

124 Ibid., p. 75. 

125 Kittel, 2:150. 

126 Rabbi means my master. 

127 R.J. Zwi Werblowsky and Geoffrey Wighder, eds. in chief, The Oxford Dictionary of the Jewish Religion 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), p. 567. 

128 Ibid. 
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indicated “the way of God from the Torah.”129 In Paul’s letter to the Romans, he 
described this Jewish leader of his day: “But if you bear the name ‘Jew,’ and rely upon 
the Law, and boast in God, and know His will, and approve the things that are 
essential, being instructed out of the Law, and are confident that you yourself are a 
guide to the blind, a light to those who are in darkness, a corrector of the foolish, a 
teacher of the immature, having in the Law the embodiment of knowledge and of the 
truth; you therefore who teach another, do you not teach yourself?”130

Before the Sanhedrin took over the responsibility, each Rabbi had his own disciples 
and accredited them when they were ready.131 Those who sat under their instruction, 
their pupils, received two primary benefits from them. First, the pupil gained a vision 
of what he was to become by looking at his teacher. By carefully examining the life of 
his teacher, the pupil would notice not only how much his instructor knew but how he 
lived his life. Therefore, the teacher would become a living model for him and provide 
a clear vision of what he might become under his tutelage. Second, the pupil would be 
able to see his own limitations by comparing himself with his teacher. He would learn 
how far he was from the knowledge, skills, and lifestyle of his teacher. 

To illustrate these two benefits, imagine a high school sophomore who is offered a 
year’s worth of private basketball lessons from the world-renowned Michael Jordan. 
The young man has loved basketball since he was a kid and longs to be a great player 
himself. In his first meeting with Michael, he immediately gains the two benefits 
mentioned above. First, Michael is the clear vision for him. Having watched him play in 
the NBA, the student witnessed his talent, his honed abilities, and his success. So 
Michael, as teacher, immediately becomes the vision for what the young man longs to 
be and do. Second, because of his age and inexperience, the student knows how great 
the gap is between himself and Jordan. He can plainly see how inferior he is to his new 
coach. 

                                                                          

129 Kittel, 2:153. 

130 Romans 2:17-22a. 

131 Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing  
Company, 1971), 2:382. 
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As the goal of this young man is to become an excellent basketball player by mastering 
the fundamental skills of the game, so the Jewish disciple’s goal was to receive the 
authoritative teaching from the Rabbi and to master the content of the instruction. 
Edersheim confirms this ideal: “The highest honour [sic] of a scholar was, that he was 
like a well-plastered cistern, from which not a drop had leaked of what had been 
poured into it.”132  

What conclusions can we draw from these studies? What can we learn about teachers 
prior to the first century A.D.?  The following truths have quietly emerged from the 
word teacher as used in history prior to the writing of the New Testament. 

The Key Ideas 
 

1. The teacher was responsible for shaping the __________ __________ of the 
disciple. 

2. The teacher’s role was to impart _________________ and _____________ for 
living. 

3. The teacher __________________ knowledge, skills, and lifestyle before his 
disciples. 

4. The training was _____________________, conducted in an orderly fashion. 

5. The teacher met with his disciples on a ______________  _____________. 

6. The disciple’s goal was to ________________ the content of the instruction. 

 

Consideration must now be given to the New Testament documents. Does the New 
Testament confirm these findings from history?  

The first thing we note is that the word teacher appears 58 times in the N.T., of which 
48 occur in the Gospels. It is used 41 times of Jesus (71% of the occurrences) and, in 
29 of these cases, it appears in instances of direct address (e.g., “Teacher, I will follow 

                                                                          

132 Ibid., 2:381. 
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you wherever you go,” Matt. 8:19). The word refers to others, such as John the Baptist 
and Nicodemus, in only 7 of the texts.133  

As Teacher, Jesus spoke truthfully about himself, his Father, and the way of salvation. 
Matthew tells us that the Pharisees sent some of their disciples to Him, along with the 
Herodians, saying, “Teacher, we know that you are truthful and teach the way of God 
in truth.”134 Nicodemus came to Jesus at night and said to Him, “Rabbi, we know that 
you have come from God as a teacher; for no one can do these things that you do 
unless God is with him.”135 Yet unlike the Pharisees and scribes, Jesus never argued 
with them because, in doing so, He would have “surrendered His claim to 
absoluteness.”136 Jesus was not a mere mouthpiece of God, but God incarnate who 
revealed the full extent of the Law and transcended it “to the degree that He offers 
Himself as the way to the fulfillment of the will of God.”137 “Do not think that I came 
to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I did not come to abolish, but to fulfill.”138 “For I 
say to you, that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees, 
you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven.”139 Therefore, when the word Teacher is 
used of Jesus, it has “tremendous weight which it can never have elsewhere.”140 For, 
unlike any other religious leader, Jesus has both absolute authority and dignity. In the 
words of Robert Coleman, “in the Master we have a perfect Teacher.”141

                                                                          

133 Ibid., 2:152. 

134 Matthew 22:16. 

135 John 3:2. 

136 Kittel, 2:156. 

137 Ibid. 

138 Matthew 5:17. 

139 Matthew 5:20. 

140 Kittel, 2:156. 

141 Robert E. Coleman, The Master Plan of Evangelism (Old Tappan, N.J.: Fleming H. Revell Company, 
1963), p. 17. 
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Jesus chose twelve men to be His disciples. Over the course of 3½ years, He trained 
them, shaped their lives, and empowered them to fulfill the Great Commission.142  
“His concern was not with programs to reach the multitudes, but with men whom the 
multitudes would follow.”143  

How did Jesus train these men? One only has to turn to the classic work by Coleman, 
The Master Plan of Evangelism, for an answer. 

Having called his men, Jesus made it a practice to be with them. This was the 
essence of His training program – just letting His disciples follow Him. 

When one stops to think of it, this was an incredibly simple way of doing it. Jesus 
had no formal school, no Seminaries, no outlined course of study, no periodic 
membership classes in which He enrolled His followers. None of these highly 
organized procedures considered so necessary today entered at all into His ministry. 
Amazing as it may seem, all Jesus did to teach these men His way was to draw 
them close to Himself. He was His own school and curriculum. 

The natural informality of this teaching method of Jesus stood in striking contrast to 
the formal, almost scholastic procedures of the scribes. These religious teachers of His 
day insisted upon their disciples adhering strictly to certain rituals and formulas of 
knowledge, whereby they were distinguished from others; whereas Jesus asked only 
that His disciples follow Him. Knowledge was not communicated by the Master in 
terms of laws and dogmas, but in the living personality of One who walked among 
them. His disciples were distinguished, not by outward conformity to certain rituals, 
but by being with Him, and thereby participating in His doctrine (John 18:19).144

The impact of his life and teaching is astounding. T.R. Glover remarked that “the 
greatest miracle in history seems to me the transformation that Jesus effected in those 
men.”145 Perhaps the best summary on the training the Twelve received has been 
preserved for us by the Scottish pastor and scholar, A.B. Bruce. 

It may be helpful to summarize the teaching they (the apostles) received from their 
Master. Of course, it is impossible in a summary to adequately report on the 
teaching they received for their future career. The reason is this: by far, the most 
important part of that training consisted in the simple fact that, for years, they had 

                                                                          

142 Matthew 28:18-20. 

143 Coleman, p. 21. 

144 Coleman, pp. 38-39. 

145 T. R. Glover, The Jesus of History (New York: Association Press, 1926), p. 85. 
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been with someone like Jesus. Yet it may be beneficial to let our readers see at a 
glance that even though the instruction Jesus gave to his disciples was unsystematic 
and occasional (differing totally from the teaching given in theological schools), the 
Divine Master, while he was with them, gave his pupils priceless lessons on many 
topics that were extremely important. Below are the topics in the order in which they 
have been considered in this work. 

 

J E S U S  G A V E  H I S  D I S C I P L E S  L E S S O N S  O N :  

 the nature of the divine kingdom 

 prayer 

 religious liberty, or the nature of true holiness 

 his own person and claims 

 the doctrine of the cross and the importance of his death 

 humility and similar virtues 

 the right Christian character required of disciples (both in their private lives and 
in their ecclesiastical lives) 

 the doctrine of self-sacrifice 

 the leaven of Pharisaism and Sadduceeism, and the problems it would bring on 
the Jewish nation 

 the mission of the Comforter, to convince the world and to enlighten the 
disciples. 

A N D  H I S  T E A C H I N G ,  A S S U M I N G  W E  H A V E  E V E N  A N  
A P P R O X I M A T E L Y  C O R R E C T  A C C O U N T  O F  T H E  
T E A C H I N G  I N  T H E  G O S P E L S ,  W A S  D E S I G N E D  T O  
M A K E  T H E  D I S C I P L E S  W H A T  T H E Y  W E R E  R E Q U I R E D  
T O  B E  A S  T H E  A P O S T L E S  O F  A  S P I R I T U A L  A N D  
U N I V E R S A L  R E L I G I O N .  

 their minds had been enlightened 

 they were endowed with a love that was broad enough to embrace all of 
mankind 

 their consciences were extremely sensitive to their responsibilities 
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 they were delivered from all superstitions 

 they were emancipated from the shackles of custom, tradition, and the 
commandments of men 

 they had hearts that had been purged of pride, self-will, impatience, anger, 
vindictiveness, and an unwillingness to forgive. 

They were slow to learn, and even when their Master left them, they were far from 
perfect. We have frankly admitted this. Still, they were men who were made of 
excellent moral stuff. So, it shouldn’t surprise us that, since they were with Jesus so 
long, they would prove to be exceptionally good and noble men when they came 
before the world as leaders of a great movement, and were called on to carry out their 
responsibilities.146  

F R O M  T H E  F O R E G O I N G ,  W H A T  T R U T H S  C A N  W E  L E A R N  
A B O U T  J E S U S  A S  T E A C H E R ?  

 He taught the way of God in truth. 

 He offered Himself as the only way to fulfill the Law. 

 He taught with authority and dignity. 

 He drew His disciples close to Him. 

 He showed them how to live. 

 He imparted a wealth of knowledge and wisdom to them. 

 He shaped and transformed their lives. 

 His training was informal, rather than ritualistic and formal. 

 His instruction was unsystematic and occasional. 

 His training effectively prepared them for their world-wide mission. 

Is it any wonder, then, that the Twelve never used the name teacher for themselves? 
How could they take for themselves the same designation they had used to address 
their Lord? There was too much respect and authority bound up in the title. Even 
James, the half-brother of Jesus would not use this appellation. 

                                                                          

146 A.B. Bruce, The Training of the Twelve, ed. John L. Musselman (Atlanta: The Jackson Institute, 1996), 
4:182-184. 
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After the Gospels, the word teacher occurs only ten times in the New Testament. The 
apostle Paul takes the designation to himself in I Tim. 2:7, when he says, “And for this 
I was appointed a preacher and an apostle (I am telling the truth, I am not lying) as a 
teacher of the Gentiles in faith and truth.” In II Tim. 1:11, he confirms his position by 
stating, “I was appointed a preacher and an apostle and a teacher. In Acts 13:1, Luke 
reports that there were prophets and teachers in the church.147 The teacher played 
such an important role in the early church that James warned, “Let not many of you 
become teachers, my brethren, knowing that as such we shall incur a stricter 
judgment.”148 Apparently, there were those in the early church who strayed from sound 
doctrine, wanted to have their ears tickled, and accumulated for themselves “teachers 
in accordance to their own desires,”149 while others had become “dull of hearing” and 
received this rebuke: “For though by this time you ought to be teachers, you have need 
again for someone to teach you the elementary principles of the oracles of God, and 
you have come to need milk and not solid food.”150 Finally, in three of the ten 
occurrences, the word teacher is used in the context of spiritual gifts.151

In a word, the function of these teachers was to “expound Scripture, cherish the 
traditions about Jesus and explain the fundamentals of the catechism.”152 John Calvin 
said “the task of teachers consists in preserving and propagating sound doctrines so 
that purity of religion may remain in the Church.”153

New Testament teachers, then, were those who were able “to interpret God’s written 
word accurately and to present the truths discovered in the Scriptures with clarity and 
authority so that those who listened to the teaching gain greater insights into the 
mystery of the gospel and become more committed to following Christ in 

                                                                          

147 For a discussion on the names of the individuals mentioned as prophets and teachers, see F.F. Bruce, The 
Book of the Acts (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1981), pp. 259-261. 

148 James 3:1. 

149 II Timothy 4:3. 

150 Hebrews 5:12. 

151 I Cor. 12:28,29; Eph. 4:11. 

152 Simon J. Kistemaker, New Testament Commentary: Acts (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1990), p. 
454. 

153 John Calvin, The First Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians, trans. John W. Fraser, ed. David W. Torrance 
and Thomas F. Torrance (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1973), p. 271. 
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obedience.”154 Those so gifted by the Holy Spirit were able to bring clarification in the 
face of questions, interpretation in the midst of misunderstanding, and truth to 
eradicate error.155

The Key Ideas 
 

1. Over the course of 3½ years, Jesus trained the Twelve, ______________ their 
lives, and _______________ them to fulfill the Great Commission. 

2. The essence of Jesus’ training was that He just let the Twelve 
________________ Him. 

3. Jesus drew His men _____________ to Himself. He was His own 
_____________ and __________________. 

4. The most important part of the Apostles’ training consisted in the fact that, for 
years, they had been ____________ someone like Jesus. 

5. We should not be surprised that, since they were with Jesus so long, they 
would prove to be exceptionally ___________ and ___________ men when 
they came before the _____________ as leaders of a great 
___________________ and were called on to carry out their responsibilities. 

6. Today, teachers are to expound _______________________, cherish the 
________________ about Jesus, and explain the fundamentals of the 
catechism. 

                                                                          

154 John Musselman, The Holy Spirit and His Gifts (Atlanta: The Jackson Institute, 1993), p. III-25. 

155 Ibid. 
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Following Christ: The True Mark of a Disciple 

 

1. Following Christ means ______________ everything to go after Him.156 

 

2. Following Jesus means to be ___________________ to Him.157 

 

3. Following Jesus means participating in His ________________.158 

 

4. Following Jesus implies participation in His _______________.159 

 

5. Followers must be ___________________. 

 

6. Followers must develop entirely new _______________. 

 

7. Followers must have an attitude of willingness to _____________ and 
_____________. 

                                                                          

156 “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. And he who does not take his cross and follow after Me is not worthy of 
Me” (Matt. 10:37-38; see also Mark 8:34). “Jesus said to him, ‘If you wish to be complete, go and sell your 
possessions and give to the poor, and you shall have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me’” (Matt. 19:21). 
“And when they had brought their boats to land, they left everything and followed Him” (Luke 5:11). 

157 “When he puts forth all his own, he goes before them, and the sheep follow him; because they know his 
voice” (John 10:4). 

158 “I lay down My life for the sheep” (John 10:11,15,17). 

159 “Peter therefore seeing him said to Jesus, ‘Lord, and what about this man?’ Jesus said to him, ‘If I want 
him to remain until I come, what is that to you? You follow Me!’” (John 21:22). 

Unearthing Historic Discipleship 1-36 



C L A S S I C  D I S C I P L E S H I P  

Making Disciples: The Great Commission 

“And Jesus came up and spoke to them, saying, ‘All authority has been given to Me in 
heaven and on earth. Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 
observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the 
age” (Matt. 28:18-20). 

“To evangelize is so to present Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit, that men shall 
come to put their trust in God through Him, to accept Him as their Saviour, and serve 
Him as their King in the fellowship of His Church.”160

Notes 

                                                                          

160 Timothy Dudley-Smith, John Stott: The Making of a Leader (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 
1999), p. 185. 
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The Language of DiscipleMaking 

 
No. 

 
Greek Word 

 

 
Definition 

 
Key Idea 

 
Explanation 

 
 
 
1 

 
 
 

matheteuo 
maqhteu>w 

 
 
 
“to make a disciple 
of, to teach, instruct” 
(transitive) 
 

 
 

 
 

Evangelism 
 
 

 
An obedient Christian shares the 
gospel with an unbeliever, inviting 
him to place his faith in Christ alone 
for his salvation. “The term make 
disciples places stress on the fact that 
the mind, as well as the heart and 
the will, must be won for God.” 
(Hendriksen). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
2 

 
 
 
 

mathetiao 
maqhtia>w 

 
 
 
 
“to wish to become a 
disciple” 

 
 
 
 

Spiritual 
Interest 

 
A desiderative (desire) verb formed 
from the verb manthano (to direct 
one’s mind to something, to learn), this 
word means to wish to become a disciple.  
It expresses a desire of doing the 
action implied in the original verb. 
Hence, it expresses a person’s desire 
to become a Christian (i.e., a disciple 
of Jesus Christ).  
 

 
 
3 
 
 

 
 

matheteuo 
maqhteu>w 

 
“to be or become a 
disciple or pupil” of 
someone 
(intransitive) 
 

 
 

Conversion 

 
When a person not only desires to 
become a Christian but, through 
repentance and faith, actually 
receives the free gift of eternal life, 
he becomes a disciple of Jesus Christ.  

 
 
 
4 

 
mathetes 
maqhth~v 

 
mathetria 
maqh>tria 

 

 
“a (male) disciple” 
 
 
“a (female) disciple” 

 
 
 

New Believer 
 
 

 
Having become a disciple (verb), the 
new believer is now considered to 
be a disciple (noun), having been 
reconciled to God through Christ. 
Now he/she is the pupil (learner) 
and Christ his/her Master Teacher. 
 

 
 
 
5 

 
mathetikos 
maqhtiko>v 

 
mathematikos 
maqhmatiko>v 

 

 
 
“disposed to learn, 
mathematical” 

 
 

Spiritual 
Hunger 

 

 
Grateful for Christ’s atoning work 
on the cross for his sins, the believer 
experiences a desire for spiritual 
growth. He is now inclined to learn 
all that he can about God, God’s 
Word, and God’s world. 
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6 
 
 

 
 

mathetos 
maqhto>v 

 
matheteos 
maqhte>ov 

 
 

 
 
“learned, that may be 
learned” 
 
“to be learned” 

 
 
 

Growth 
Objectives 

 
 

 
Before His ascension, Jesus 
instructed his disciples to teach new 
disciples “to observe all that I 
commanded you” (Matt. 28:20). 
Those discipling others should 
devise a plan that clearly outlines a 
path for bringing these new 
believers to maturity in Christ. 
 

 
 
 
7 

 
 

mathesis 
ma>qhsiv 

 
 
“learning, the getting 
of knowledge” 

 
 
 

Training 
 
 

 
Once the plan is in place and the 
objectives clear, the disciplemaker 
begins the process of training the 
believer. The disciple’s responsibility 
is to acquire knowledge, skills, and a 
godly character. 
 

 
 
 
8 
 
 

 
 
 

matheteia 
maqhtei>a 

 
 
 
“lesson, instruction” 

 
 
 

Specific 
Lessons 

 
Jesus trained the Twelve 
systematically, adding to their 
knowledge, skills, and character over 
a period of 3 ½ years. As it takes 
time to develop a solid, strong oak 
tree, so lesson by lesson, the disciple 
of Jesus Christ is brought to 
maturity. 
 

 
 
 
9 

 
mathema 
ma>qhma 

 
 

mathos 
ma>qov 

 

 
“something that is 
learned, a lesson, 
knowledge” 
 
“knowledge, 
understanding 

 
 
 
 

Results 
 

 
From the mentoring relationship, 
the disciple gains knowledge and 
understanding, the fruit of his 
efforts to learn from his mentor. 
The things he has learned from his 
disciplemaker, both intellectually and 
experiencially, can now be passed on 
to those he wins to Christ.  
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The Language of DiscipleMaking: Explanatory Notes 

No. 1 on the Chart 

In the transitive, matheteuo means to make a disciple of, to teach someone.161 Liddell and 
Scott offer the same definition with the addition of the meaning to instruct.162  

A.T. Robertson explains that “the term transitive needs a word. It means a verb whose 
action passes over to a noun.”163 In the New Testament, the transitive use of matheteuo 
is only found in two references: Matthew 28:19 and Acts 14:21. 

Matthew 28:19. This reference is Christ’s command for believers to “go therefore and 
make disciples of all the nations.” Because the main verb is transitive, its action (to make 
disciples) passes over to the noun, the nations. The people of every tongue, tribe, and 
nation are to have the gospel preached to them that they might be made disciples of 
Jesus Christ. 

R.C.H. Lenski affirms that “the heart of the commission is in the one word matheteusate. 
This imperative, of course, means to turn into disciples, and its aorist (past tense) form 
conveys the thought that this is actually to be done. The verb itself does not indicate 
how disciples are to be made; it designates only an activity that will result in disciples. It 
connotes results, not methods and ways.164  

William Hendriksen adds to Lenski’s idea by saying, “But just what is meant by make 
disciples? It is not exactly the same as make converts, though the latter is surely implied. 
The term, make disciples, places somewhat more stress on the fact that the mind, as well 
as the heart and the will, must be won for God. A disciple is a pupil, a learner.165

 

                                                                          

161 William F. Arndt and F. Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English Dictionary of the New Testament 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1968), p. 486. 

162 H.G. Liddell and Prof. Scott, An Intermediate Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 
1997), p. 483. 

163 A.T. Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1934), p. 471. 

164 R.C.H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Matthews Gospel (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing House, 
1943), p. 1172). 

165 William Hendriksen, Exposition of the Gospel According to Matthew (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 
1973), p. 999. 
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How important is this task? Richard R. DeRidder states that “the chief concern of the 
believing community must be to make disciples.”166  

Acts 14:21. In this passage, we are told that after Paul and Barnabas “had preached the 
gospel to that city (Derbe) and had made many disciples, they returned to Lystra.”  In his 
reporting, Luke uses a figure of speech called a metonymy, which “means using the name 
of one thing for another thing because the two are frequently associated together or 
because one may suggest the other. A common example of metonymy is the use of 
‘the White House’ to refer to the President, e.g. ‘The White House decided to release 
the speech earlier than usual.’ Of course, it was the President or a member of his staff 
who made this decision.”167 In our example, Luke was not suggesting that Paul was 
preaching to the city of Derbe but to the people who lived in the city, many of whom 
responded to the gospel and became followers of Jesus Christ. 

No. 2 on the Chart 

The word mathetiao does not appear in the New Testament. Liddell and Scott define 
this rare word (“to wish to become a disciple”) and offer one usage in Aristophanes 
(without reference).168  

As mentioned on the chart, this is called a desiderative verb. According to Webster’s 
Twentieth Century Dictionary, Latin grammar specifies that this is a verb formed from 
another verb, and expresses a desire to do the action implied in the original verb.169 The 
key thought is that of desire. In disciplemaking, it expresses the inward longing of an 
individual to come to Christ. 

No. 3 on the Chart

In the intransitive, matheteuo means to be or become a disciple or pupil of someone. As an 
intransitive, it is used twice in Scripture, both by Matthew (13:52 & 27:57). 

Matthew 13:52. “And He said to them, ‘Therefore every scribe who has become a disciple 
of the kingdom of heaven is like a head of a household, who brings forth out of his 
treasure things new and old’” (NASV). Note that this is the only reference in the N.T. 
                                                                          

166 Richard R. DeRidder, Discipling the Nations (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1971), p. 13. 

167 A. Berkeley Mickelsen, Interpreting the Bible (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
1972), pp. 185-186. 

168 Liddell and Scott, Lexicon, p. 493. 

169 Noah Webster, Webster’s New Twentieth Century Dictionary of the English Language, comp. Jean L. 
McKechnie (Collins World, 1978), p. 493. 
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to a person being called a disciple of “the kingdom of God.” To be a disciple of Jesus 
Christ is to be a disciple of His kingdom. Consider William Hendriksen’s comments on 
this text: 

“Is he not the citizen of the kingdom of heaven, endowed with all the rights and 
privileges of such citizenship? In fact, is he not even himself the son of the King? 

“This scribe has been provided with a veritable thesaurus, a treasure, a rich supply of 
goods. His goods include knowledge of Scripture; hence, of the way of salvation; 
knowledge of the manner in which out of gratitude men should live to the glory of 
God; knowledge of how a person may obtain the peace that passes all understanding, 
the joy unspeakable and full of glory, etc. Would it not be a shame if he did not impart 
this knowledge to others also, beginning with those who belong to his own 
household?”170  

Matthew 27:57. “And when it was evening, there came a rich man from Arimathea, 
named Joseph, who himself had also become a disciple of Jesus” (NASV). This was the 
man who came to Pilate and requested the body of Jesus for burial (vs. 58). Mark 
describes him as “a prominent member of the Council, a man who was himself waiting 
for the kingdom of God” (Mark 15:43). Luke adds that he was “a good and righteous 
man,” a man who “had not consented to their plan and action” (to put Jesus to death), 
and as one “who was waiting for the kingdom of God” (23:50-51). John tells us that he 
was “a disciple (mathetes) of Jesus, but a secret one, for fear of the Jews” (19:38). Of the 
six references to Joseph of Arimathea in the N.T., none reveal his pre-Christian history 
or the specific details of his conversion. When we meet him in the Scriptures, he is 
already one of Jesus’ disciples. He is called a disciple and someone who had become a 
disciple (the noun and verbal form, respectively). 

No. 4 on the Chart

Mathetes and mathetria are the masculine and feminine nouns meaning a learner, pupil. The 
Latin is discipulus from which we get the word disciple. When a word (like mathetes) ends 
in –tes, it usually means an agent,171 that is, someone who is empowered to act for or 
represent another. A disciple of Jesus Christ is shaped and fashioned by Him (i.e., learns 
from Him) and then represents Him in the world.  

                                                                          

170 Hendriksen, Matthew, p. 580. 

171 A.T. Robertson, Grammar, p. 151. 
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Mathetes is common and appears 268 times in the New Testament.172 All four Gospel 
writers use the word: Matthew, 74 times; Mark, 45; Luke, 38; and John, 81. Luke 
employs it 30 times in Acts. After the book of Acts, it does not appear in the N.T. 

No. 5 on the Chart

Mathematicus and mathetikos are adjectives meaning disposed to learn something. A literal 
translation would read something like this: “He is a disposed-to-learn-something person.” 
Interest and inclination are at the heart of the word, which gives us an encouraging 
glimpse into the heart of this eager disciple. He has a teachable spirit and is ready to 
learn. 

From the word mathematicus, of course, we get the English mathematics and mathematical. 
Webster’s entry for mathematical is interesting: “From the Latin, mathematicus; Gk. 
mathematikos, from mathema, what is learned, from manthanein to learn; (1) of, having the 
nature of, or concerned with mathematics; (2) rigorously exact, precise, accurate, 
etc.”173 Is there a hint in this language that the disciple of Jesus Christ is in the pursuit 
of truth which must of necessity be “exact, precise, accurate”? 

No. 6 on the Chart

Matheteos is a verbal adjective of manthano and means to be learned or that may be learned. 
The adjective mathetos carries the same meaning. Neither word is used in the N.T., but 
was apparently used in the earlier Greek writings of Plato and Xenophon.174

No. 7 on the Chart

Mathesis is an action word (the suffix -si-s means action).175 The emphasis is not on the 
training plan (growth objectives), nor the knowledge actually acquired, but on the process 
by which a disciple learns and gains knowledge.  

Think for a moment about a blind man. One moment he is blind. Then Jesus touches 
and heals him. Now he can see. There are two primary categories in this story: 
blindness and sight. But the Greek language has a word that means recovery of sight, the 
transition from blindness to sight. Consider Luke 4:18, the only reference in the N.T. 
where this word is found: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me, because He anointed 
                                                                          

172 J.B. Smith, Greek-English Concordance to the New Testament (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1955), p. 219. 

173 Webster, Dictionary, p. 1110. 

174 Liddell and Scott, Lexicon, p. 483. 

175 Robertson, Grammar, p. 151. 
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Me to preach the gospel to the poor. He has sent Me to proclaim release to the 
captives, and recovery of sight to the blind.” This word lets us have a glimpse of the man 
as he is transitioning from blindness to sight. 

Now consider John the Baptist. One day he was not the forerunner of Christ. Then he 
was. “And the child continued to grow, and to become strong in spirit, and he lived in 
the deserts until the day of his public appearance to Israel” (Lk. 1:80). Arndt and Gingrich 
translate the text this way: “until the day when he was manifested before Israel as 
forerunner of the Messiah.”176 With the use of this –sis word, we “catch” John the 
Baptist in the process of being installed as the forerunner. 

In mathesis, therefore, we “catch” the disciple being discipled. We watch him in the 
process of acquiring knowledge, skills, and a godly character. 

As a point of interest, the word mathesis (pronounced ma thJ sis), though rare, occurs in 
the English language and is a noun meaning learning, particularly mathematics.177

No. 8 on the Chart

Matheteia is a feminine noun meaning lesson or instruction. In The Epistle of Ignatius to the 
Trallians, Ignatius speaks of the bishop in Tralles “whose very appearance is highly 
instructive, and his meekness of itself a power; whom I imagine even the ungodly must 
reverence” (3:2).178 Evidently, the very sight of this godly man provided “great 
instruction” (the literal translation of this word). This is the only use of the word in 
Christian literature.179    

No. 9 on the Chart

When a Greek word ends in –ma, it denotes results.180 Mathema, then, focuses on the 
results of learning, which are knowledge and understanding.  

                                                                          

176 Arndt and Gingrich, Lexicon, p. 53. 

177 Webster, Dictionary, p. 1110. 

178 The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 10 vols. (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1979), 1:67. 

179 Arndt and Gingrich, Lexicon, p. 486. 

180 Robertson, Grammar, p. 151. 
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This word is found in The Epistle to Diognetus (written about A.D. 150). Most probably, 
Diognetus was the tutor of the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius. He is addressed in 
this work as an enquirer after truth. 

“For Christians are not distinguished from the rest of mankind either in locality or in 
speech or in customs. For they dwell not somewhere in cities of their own, neither do 
they use some different language, nor practise an extraordinary kind of life. Nor again 
do they possess any invention discovered by any intelligence or study of ingenious men, 
nor are they masters of any human dogma as some are” (Dg. 5:3).181 He is arguing that 
Christians do not hold to any falsehoods (inventions) that they discovered by any 
means, including the study of “ingenious men.” 

We use the word in the same way today. When a student completes his homework for 
the day, we say he has completed his studies. Now, if he has really completed his studies, 
it would mean he has accumulated knowledge from the process of studying. 

As a concluding note, it may help to further clarify the distinction between mathema and 
mathesis. A 2nd century document says: “he is regular in attendance at his studies 
(mathemata, plural of mathema), for he is eager in acquiring knowledge” (mathesis).182 And 
a 3rd century document says: “do not be anxious, father, about my studies” (mathema).183 
In both documents, his studies are the result of his studying. 

                                                                          

181 J.B. Lightfoot, The Apostolic Fathers, ed. J.R. Harmer (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1973), p. 253. 

182 James Hope Moulton and George Milligan, The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament (Grand Rapids: Wm. 
B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1976), p. 385. 

183 Ibid. 
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The Power of Spiritual Multiplication 
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Checkerboard Illustration: The Power of Multiplication 
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According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the world population estimate as of January 31, 2007 is 
6,573,392,089 (the U.S. population is estimated at 301,071,639). The world population reached 6 billion 
on June 23, 1999 at 7:51 a.m. EDT. For up-to-date figures, go to www.census.gov/main, and look at the 
population clocks in the top right-hand corner. 
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The Ten Primary Reasons Christians Do Not Reproduce 

1. Feelings of  ____________________ 

2. Insufficient ____________ and preparation 

a. They do not know __________ 

b. They do not know __________ 

3. _______________ lifestyle 

4. Misplaced _______________ 

5. ________________ calendar 

6. Spousal ________________ 

7. _____________-oriented 

8. Fear 

a. Of ______________________ 

b. Of ______________________ 

c. Of ______________________ 

9. Missing ___________  _______________ 

10. Temperament and ___________ mix 

 

 

“I would quite as soon not be as live to be a useless thing. 
Better far to fatten the fields with one’s corpse, than to lie 
rotting above ground in idleness” (C.H. Spurgeon). 
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What is Discipleship? 

Christian discipleship is a ___________________ 
process that occurs when a more mature believer 
____________________ enters into a committed 
relationship with a group of __________________ and 
___________________ believers for the purpose of 
building _____________ character, imparting true 
____________________, and developing ministry 
______________ under the direction and power of the 
Holy Spirit, so that they will _______________ Christ 
without reservation and do what he tells them to 
do. 
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The Definition Unfolded 

Discipleship is a concentrated process. Robert Coleman emphasizes “the deliberate 
way that Jesus proportioned his life to those he wanted to train,” and espouses “a 
fundamental principle of teaching: that other things being equal, the more concentrated 
the size of the group being taught, the greater the opportunity for effective 
instruction.” He continues, “Jesus devoted most of his remaining life on earth to these 
few disciples. He literally staked his whole ministry upon them. The world could be 
indifferent toward him and still not defeat his strategy.”184 A group of 5 to 8 people is 
an ideal size for fostering good group dynamics, but this does not mean your group 
could not have fewer, or more, participants. 

The phrase concentrated process has a second implication for discipleship based on 
the following definition of concentrate: “to focus one’s thoughts or efforts.”185 When 
Jesus was approaching the end of his earthly ministry, he prayed what has become 
known as his “High Priestly Prayer.”186 Here we gain a glimpse of his thoughts about 
the work he had done with the Twelve: “I glorified Thee on the earth, having 
accomplished the work which Thou hast given me to do.”187 The work he was alluding 
to was not his sacrificial work on Calvary’s cross, but his investment in the lives of 
those who would carry the gospel to the uttermost parts of the earth. In other words, 
Jesus focused his efforts on training the Twelve, and was not distracted from his 
mission, because he was preparing them for something. He had no intention of merely 
satisfying curious or speculative minds. There was a mission to be accomplished and 
they were the men to do it. Over the course of the next few years, you will constantly 
be encouraged to concentrate, that is, to focus your thoughts and efforts on Jesus 
Christ and his will for your life. 

The mentor and those being discipled should prayerfully enter into a discipling 
relationship. Before Jesus chose the Twelve as Apostles, “he went off to the mountain 
to pray, and spent the whole night in prayer to God. And when day came, he called his 
disciples to him; and chose twelve of them, whom he also named as apostles.”188  

                                                                          

184 Coleman, pp. 26-27.  

185 Webster’s New Twentieth Century Dictionary of the English Language (Collins World, 1978), 
p.376. 

186 John 17. 

187 John 17:4. 

188 Luke 6:12-13. 
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Before you decide about participation, spend time with your heavenly Father and seek 
his will. Those who have studied small group theory and practice know from 
experience how often people drop out of groups when the initial decision is not based 
upon Divine calling. 

Effective discipleship can only take place in the context of a committed relationship. 
Everyone recognizes that, in order for a student to become a medical doctor, 
significant commitments and sacrifices are mandatory, and include the realms of time, 
intellectual endeavor, and financial investment. Concert pianists spend years practicing 
before they perform for spellbound and applauding audiences. Likewise, it is not 
possible to produce mature disciples of Jesus Christ without a significant commitment 
on the part of the mentor and those being discipled. 

In Christ-centered discipleship, you can expect to gain character, knowledge, and 
ministry skills. You will grow in your knowledge of God, his Word, and his world; 
increase in wisdom for daily living and decision-making; learn and refine skills for 
effective and fruitful ministry; practice spiritual disciplines for the development of 
Christ-like character; have your heart sensitized to the movements of the Holy Spirit; 
and gain a clearer and broader vision for your role in building the Kingdom of God. 

Real life change only takes place under the direction and power of the Holy Spirit. 
A discipleship group that has clear mission, high commitment, and strong curriculum, 
but is not living under the direction of the Holy Spirit, will soon discover a growing 
emptiness, along with its cousin, powerlessness. 

Disciples become like their teachers. Jesus said, “A pupil is not above his teacher; but 
everyone, after he has been fully trained, will be like his teacher.”189 It is a well-known 
fact that children not only pick up their parents’ good qualities and traits, but also their 
imperfections and weaknesses. This is also true in the context of discipleship. All 
mature mentors live with the ever-present reality of their own sinfulness and 
shortcomings before a holy God, yet humbly seek to model the gospel before others as 
they live by grace. Your mentor will never “have it all together.” Whereas one mentor 
may be strong in Scripture memory, another may sincerely struggle with this discipline. 
Another may excel in facilitating discussion, while another is more at ease in prayer. 
Always remember that your mentor is not trying to impress you with his or her own 
life, but is seeking to point you to Christ. Even the Apostle Paul told the Corinthian 
believers to imitate him, but only to the degree that he imitated Christ.190 So, 
though your mentor will have many things to offer you, always remember that the 
object of your affections is Christ; and the aim of your discipleship is that you keep the 

                                                                          

189 Luke 6:40. 

190 “Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Christ” (I Cor. 11:1). 
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first commandment and try “to learn what is pleasing to the Lord.”191 Seek to become 
involved in faithfully pursuing the advancement of Christ’s kingdom. It is a well-known 
fact that many groups (even discipleship groups) meet for no other reason than to have 
their own personal needs met. Christ, however, demonstrated that discipleship was not 
an end in itself, but a means to reach the nations of the world with the gospel of grace. 

 

The Key Ideas 
 

1. Robert Coleman espouses a fundamental principle of teaching: that other 
things being equal, the more concentrated the size of the group being taught, 
the greater the opportunity for effective __________________. 

2. Jesus focused His efforts on training the Twelve, because He was 
______________ them for something. He had no intention of merely 
satisfying speculative _____________. 

3. Before Jesus chose the Twelve, he went off to the mountain to ___________.  

4. It is not possible to produce ______________ disciples of Jesus Christ 
without a significant ____________________ on the part of the mentor and 
those being discipled. 

5. In the discipling process, the Lord builds ________________, 
________________, and ministry ______________ into the disciple’s life. 

6. Real life change only takes place under the ______________ and 
_____________ of the Holy Spirit. 

7. All mature mentors live with the ever-present reality of their own sinfulness 
and shortcomings before God, yet humbly seek to model the __________ 
before others as they live by _______________. 

8. Discipleship is not an ___________ in itself, but a means to reach the nations 
of the world with the gospel of grace. 

                                                                          

191 Eph. 5:10. 
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Rationale for Discipleship 

Fifteen Reasons Why Believers Should Be Involved In Discipleship 

1. It was commanded and modeled by our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 

2. It was taught and practiced by the Apostles. 

3. It is one of the primary and most effective means by which new believers grow 
to maturity in Christ. 

4. It is the best way to ensure that the church will be effective in its mission to 
evangelize the world. 

5. It is the only way to ensure the kingdom of God will grow exponentially. 

6. It exposes the unbiblical practice of elevating the clergy over the laity 
(clericalism) and involves all of God’s children in building his church. 

7. It is the chief means by which one generation of believers passes the gospel to 
the younger generation. 

8. It reduces the need for expensive and ineffective programs in the church. 

9. It produces leaders for the church and the missionary enterprise. 

10. It offers the only consistent way to foster high accountability. 

11. It preserves the fruit of evangelistic success. 

12. It raises the moral quality of the church. 

13. It strengthens and nourishes families. 

14. It is personal. 

15. It creates an environment for careful pastoral oversight. 
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Rediscovering Discipleship 

Abandoning a habit or practice does not necessarily indicate there is something 
inherently wrong with it, nor that is has lost its beneficence. An individual or 
institution, for instance, may be better served by retaining, or returning to, the earlier 
practice. Sometimes, however, the winds of change have blown so strongly over these 
old habits and practices that their memory has all but disappeared under the sands of 
time. New structures, promising the stars, rise up from the wasteland, but often deliver 
inferior products. 

Over the years, many pastors and churches have set aside the practice of discipleship, 
reserving it only for those who are really committed to Christ. In its place they have 
added program after program until the memory of Christ’s association with the Twelve 
has become, at best, a faded memory or, at worst, irrelevant. Having ignored Christ’s 
vision and methods for developing mature believers and equipping them to reach a lost 
world, they continue to offer programs that do not, and cannot, get the job done. 

Historically, many organizations, like a ship’s captain ignoring the mariner’s compass, 
gradually and unintentionally shift from their original course and become something 
quite different in the following generations.192 The old is forgotten, even scorned; and 
the new, fully embraced and promoted. This pattern is noted in the Old Testament 
when a whole generation of Jewish children grew up in the days of the Judges “who 
knew neither the Lord nor what he had done for Israel.”193  

Through the centuries, many churches and denominations have moved further and 
further away from the words and ways of the Lord Jesus Christ. They have opted 
rather to channel their members into safe programs that fulfill any purpose or meet any 
need except that expressly required of them in the Great Commission. For these, then, 
the idea of discipleship must seem wonderfully archaic, or strangely new. 

Now is the time for the church to return to the gospel records as an archaeologist 
would to an ancient site in order to rediscover how the Son of Man, in obedience to 
the Father, called, loved, and trained the Twelve to go into every part of the world with 
the message of salvation by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. 

                                                                          

192 For example, Harvard University and the Y.M.C.A.  

193 Judges 2:10. 
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The Benefits of Discipleship 

S P I R I T U A L  G R O W T H  

Spiritual growth occurs as we gain a greater knowledge of God – who he is and what 
he has done – and respond to him in obedience. Participation in a discipleship group 
will give you the opportunity to know Jesus Christ better194 and to experience the 
transforming power of his love, grace, and forgiveness within a loving and supportive 
community. 

A C C E S S  T O  A  S P I R I T U A L  M E N T O R  

It is not uncommon in our day to hear Christians express deep regret over never 
having been discipled by a more mature Christian. Intuitively they sense they missed 
out by not having a personal mentor. Again, in Luke’s Gospel, Jesus spoke about the 
relationship between a discipler and disciple when he said, “...everyone, after he has 
been fully trained, will be like his teacher.”195 He also modeled this truth in his life by 
choosing and training the Twelve. When he ascended into heaven and subsequently 
sent the Holy Spirit to them, they were able to continue the ministry of Jesus because 
they had become like their Master. Your group will be facilitated by a qualified and 
trained leader who is committed to the personal spiritual growth of each group 
member and to the preparation that is necessary for each to be effectively involved in 
building the kingdom of God. 

S I G N I F I C A N T  F R I E N D S H I P S  

Far too many people do not have loyal, open, nurturing, and lasting friendships. 
Discipleship groups can easily and naturally address the loneliness and isolation of our 
culture by becoming healthy environments in which vital relationships can be formed 
and strengthened for a lifetime.  

A C C O U N T A B I L I T Y  

Solomon tells us: “Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their 
work: If one falls down, his friend can help him up. But pity the man who falls and has 
no one to help him up!...A cord of three strands is not quickly broken.”196 In the 
                                                                          

194 “That I may know him, and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of his sufferings, being 
conformed to his death” (Phil. 3:10); “And this is eternal life, that they may know Thee the only true 
God, and Jesus Christ whom Thou has sent” (John 17:3). 

195 Luke 6:40. 

196 Eccl. 4:9-12. 
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physical world, the second law of thermodynamics teaches us that everything tends 
towards maximum entropy (disorder). In our spiritual lives, the movement is in the 
same direction. The disciplines of the Christian life such as prayer, fasting, Bible 
reading and study, evangelism, Scripture memory, solitude, service, silence, frugality, 
etc. tend to run downhill. But when others hold you accountable for the way you live 
your life, the downward trend is checked and you will be encouraged and strengthened. 

A  M A S T E R  P L A N  F O R  D I S C I P L E S H I P  

Some approach discipleship without any plan or goals for spiritual growth. 
Consequently, much of the current training is arbitrary, leaving the disciple without a 
blueprint for discipling the next generation of believers. During your training, however, 
you will be following a graduated curriculum, which, along with hands-on experience 
and specific ministry training, is designed to help you become a spiritual reproducer. 

S P I R I T U A L  M U L T I P L I C A T I O N  

Paul told Timothy, “And the things which you have heard from me in the presence of 
many witnesses, these entrust to faithful men, who will be able to teach others also.”197 
What Paul communicated to Timothy, Timothy was expected to pass on to faithful 
men who would be able to teach others (four generations). Spiritual multiplication can 
never be sustained until the four-generation cycle has been completed. Once we have 
received spiritual truth and understanding and are living in obedience to Christ, we are 
to pass it on to others. That is the essence of becoming a spiritual reproducer. The 
things learned in your discipleship group and practiced in your home, church, and 
community, are transferable. Once these truths really belong to you, you are then – and 
only then – able to pass them on to others. 

S U P P O R T  

All people experience the peaks and valleys of living life on this earth. Trials, suffering, 
difficulties, hardships – everyone faces them to one degree or another. Your 
discipleship group will provide a built-in network of caring believers who are 
committed to seeing you through hard or challenging times. 

S T R E N G T H E N E D  F A M I L Y  L I F E  

Men and women transformed by Christ significantly impact their homes. Godly 
attitudes, behaviors, and speech spill over into the precious lives of those who live with 
them. The changes are welcomed and the home transformed for the glory of God and 
the delight of each member of the family. 

                                                                          

197 II Tim. 2:2. 
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