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Sermon Series: Sharpening Discipleship’s Focus

(Learning from the Gospel of Luke)
Discipleship, Under the Microscope

Study #1     
(Lots of Gospel passages. Really.)
Introduction: Getting the right word, right…


Before he passed away in 2015, Kathy’s brother - and my brother-in-law - Don, was a highly skilled engineer. For Don, that meant that, among other things, he paid close attention to details. He wanted to get things right.

One time, he was watching me check the air pressure in my car’s tires. Don asked me if I was getting an accurate read from my gauge and I told him, “Yes. This gauge gives a very precise reading.”

Don looked at me with sadness (He did that a lot). “I didn’t ask if your gauge was precise. I asked if it was accurate.”

Engineers. Got to love ‘em - and Don was correct in his correction of my comment.


Precision would only tell me how close my measurement of the tire’s air pressure was to other measurements of that tire. Accuracy would tell me the tire’s air pressure relative to a true standard of PSI.


It’s important to get the right words right. If an engineer were to say “accurate” when he meant “precise” in a critical scientific experiment, the results could be disastrous.


And just like the engineer has to get the right word right, we who follow Jesus have to be sure that we get the words we find in the Bible right.


I’m thinking now of the words discipleship and disciple.

This morning, we’re putting those words under a microscope to better understand them.

Understood in their proper biblical sense, these words are invigorating, inspiring, liberating, and challenging. Misunderstood, disaster follows.

Today we’re starting a new series of studies about what it means to follow Jesus. We’re going to spend a couple of months learning what Jesus calls us who have believed in Him for eternal life are to DO, now that we believe.


The term the New Testament uses to describe this Jesus-following life is discipleship. The person who follows Jesus is a disciple.


In the weeks to come, we’ll dig deep into various aspects of what discipleship involves.


This morning, I want to take a forty thousand foot overview of discipleship with you by which we’ll see the many varied ways in which the term is used in the Gospels.

Discipleship, Historically
“Discipleship” - Among the Ancient Greeks


Jesus used the terms frequently. We read “disciple” all over the Gospels and the book of Acts - and only in those books. It never occurs in the letters of Paul, Peter, John, Jude, or Hebrews.

But it won’t surprise you to learn that Jesus didn’t invent the term or the concept of discipleship. The word disciple (the word means, “learner”) dates back several hundred years before Jesus was born.


In the ancient world, a disciple was someone who was apprenticed to a master craftsman or artist or teacher.

Among the Greeks, two of the better-known disciple / discipler relationships were Socrates who discipled Plato and Plato, who discipled Aristotle.


In the Greek world, a would-be disciple would ask an expert for the privilege of following. If he said “Yes,” the disciple would pay a fee and even sign a contract to be discipled by the respected master.


Around the time of Jesus’ life, the concept of discipleship was as well-known to the Jews as it was to the Greeks.

“Discipleship” - Among the Jews of Jesus’ Day


Even though they were separated from Moses by fifteen centuries, Jews of Jesus’ day would often call themselves “disciples of Moses.”
 And we know that John the Baptist and the Pharisees had their own disciples.


In the first century Jewish world, the way discipling played out was mostly in a formal, hierarchical teacher / learner relationship.


The arrangement for the Jews was similar to that of the Greeks. A young man would approach a rabbi he respected and would ask if he could be that rabbi’s disciple.

If the rabbi agreed, then the young man would follow that rabbi around, learn his teachings, and imitate his lifestyle.

The disciple would also perform menial tasks for his discipler, things like tying and untying his rabbi’s sandals.


When we turn to the New Testament, we find similarities and differences in the 250x that the word disciple is used.
The Discipleship Target


One major difference is that Jesus (the Discipler) often invited and even challenged people to be His disciples.

We know that He did this with the twelve disciples who became His apostles. He sometimes invited whole crowds of people to follow Him - and that broke the Jewish mold of the would-be disciple approaching the discipler. That’s very different.

But, in the New Testament, we definitely find the same dynamic of the disciple imitating and learning from Jesus, the Discipler. 

And over the course of our studies, we’ll consider real-time ways to imitate Jesus when it comes to prayer, servanthood, love, generosity - and more.

So…being a disciple of Jesus involves doing. Movement. When thinking about discipleship, think action.


At the most basic level, being a disciple is about following Jesus. As we’ll see today, some follow better than others. But disciples, “Do.”


And at the most basic level, that is very different from what is involved in becoming a Christian, where God has done all the doing there is to do.

Jesus gave His life on the cross for our forgiveness. Jesus rose from the dead for us. Eternal life is given to the one who believes in Jesus. and it is free to us because Jesus paid the price for our redemption.


We believe and we receive. When it comes to eternal life, all the doing in on Him.

Keeping this distinction clear clarifies so much that can be very confusing in the New Testament, especially in the Gospels. 

When the particulars of a passage are believing and receiving, the theme is salvation. When the passage is all about doing and working, the theme is discipleship. 


Keeping this distinction clear will be helpful as we explore how to be the disciples Jesus redeemed us to be in these studies. 

Now, on to today’s investigation of discipleship.


As we are about to see, the word disciple has a very wide range of meaning in the New Testament.


So, I find it helpful to think about aiming at discipleship like aiming at a target consisting of concentric circles, with the innermost circle being the bulls-eye of the ideal disciple.


Let’s call the part of the target farthest from the bulls-eye “outer circle” discipleship. Here are people who are called disciples, but they aren’t what we typically think of when we hear the word, disciple.

The Outermost Circle


Bad disciples



Groups of bad disciples (John 6)

For instance, the word is used in John chapter 6 in a surprising sort of way. Jesus had just finished feeding over five thousand people with a few fish and loaves.


Then, He gave a sermon that resulted in most of them leaving. (We call that sermon Jesus’ “Bread of Life” discourse.)

When John described the scene, he wrote, [60] So then many of His disciples, when they heard this, said, “This statement is very unpleasant; who can listen to it?”…[66] As a result of this many of His disciples left, and would no longer walk with Him.

Notice that John didn’t write that these people “used to be disciples.” He called them “disciples” who “would no longer walk with” Jesus. Or this…


A singularly bad disciple (John 12)

Near the end of Jesus’ three years of public ministry, Judas Iscariot decided to turn Jesus over to the Jewish authorities for money.


Listen to how John referred to Judas when Jesus and the apostles were all together at the home of Jesus’ good friends, Lazarus, Mary, and Martha: [John 12:4] But Judas Iscariot, one of His disciples, the one who intended to betray Him…

So, Judas had already made plans to betray Jesus and John still called him a disciple.


No, Judas is nobody’s model of a great disciple. But it is important to note that John did not identify Judas as Jesus’ former disciple. It is evidently possible to be a bad disciple. And there’s more…


When good disciples do badly (Matthew 26)

On Jesus’ last night, when the Jewish authorities and the Romans came to arrest Him in the Garden of Gethsemane, Matthew writes, [Matthew 26:56] all the disciples left Him and fled.

These were the more faithful eleven. They hadn’t betrayed Jesus. Peter had not yet denied Him. These are sincere disciples behaving badly.


Secret disciples (John 19)


Finally, John tells us that Jesus was buried following His crucifixion in a borrowed tomb. Here are the details.


[John 19:38] Now after these things Joseph of Arimathea, being a disciple of Jesus, but a secret one, for fear of the Jews, requested of Pilate that he might take away the body of Jesus; and Pilate granted permission. So he came and took away His body.

Joseph of Arimathea was a secret disciple. This is not to say that being a secret disciple is a good thing. Only that it is possible to be a disciple who doesn’t let his light shine bright for Jesus.


So, what we see from this initial Gospel survey is that, in the broadest sense, people are called Jesus’ disciples who wouldn’t make anybody’s list of model Jesus-followers.


Some disciples…

· …run away at challenging moments. (in the Garden)

· …are secretive about following Jesus. (Joseph of Arimathea)

· …are on the outside of the faith looking in. (Judas)


Some disciples aren’t very good at following Jesus. That is the broadest, most inclusive way to look at discipleship in the New Testament. But it isn’t the only way.


Closer in toward the bulls-eye than the “outer circle” disciple we find disciples who are just beginning to learn about Jesus, finding Him trustworthy, and are either growing in or embarking on a faith journey with Jesus.
First Steps Circle


Faith is strengthened by a wedding (John 2)


Consider the scene in the village of Cana where Jesus and a few of His disciples were attending a wedding.
 This is where Jesus performed His first miracle. He turned water into wine.


After the miracle, John writes, [John 2:11]… this beginning of His signs Jesus did in Cana of Galilee, and revealed His glory; and His disciples believed in Him.

These disciples had already believed in Jesus as the Messiah. They already had received eternal life. (See John 1:35-51) Here their faith is strengthened.


This miraculous “sign” of Jesus’ power so profoundly changed these disciples’ understanding of who Jesus was that when it happened, their faith developed. It grew.


John gives us another discipleship story that involves faith at an even more basic level.


Faith is born after a miraculous healing (John 9)


John tells the story of Jesus performing the unprecedented miracle of giving sight to a man who had been born blind.


When the Jews who were opposing Jesus accused this man of being Jesus’ disciple, he didn’t contradict them. He had received the gift of sight. He was willing to follow Jesus anywhere. He was a true disciple. (John 9:28)


But at this point, the man didn’t believe in Jesus. He didn’t even know who Jesus was.


It was only later, after the Jewish leaders had excommunicated him from the synagogue and temple, when Jesus found the man and identified Himself to the man, that the man said to Jesus, [John 9:38] “I believe, Lord.”

So, he was a disciple before he was a believer.

Very often, as it was with this man, some time of following Jesus comes before someone believes in Him for eternal life.


And as it was with the disciples in Cana, initial faith grows and shallow faith deepens as the disciple learns about Jesus and His ways.


Another level in on the discipleship target finds Jesus giving commands and assignments to disciples, directing them to next steps of commitment, trust, and obedience.

Next Steps Circle


A step into the harvest via prayer (Matthew 9)


In Matthew 9, Jesus observed the crowds of people who had been following Him. He was heartbroken over them because they were [Matthew 9:36] like sheep without a shepherd.

What would He do for these forlorn masses?


[37] Then He said to His disciples, “The harvest is plentiful, but the workers are few. [38] Therefore plead with the Lord of the harvest to send out workers into His harvest.”

This is the first time that Matthew recorded a command that  Jesus gave to His disciples. We notice that it was a command to pray. We see that this command focused on reaching out to needy people.


The last command of Jesus to His disciples in Matthew was another call to action.


High up on a mountaintop in Galilee, near the time of His ascension into heaven, Jesus spoke these words to His disciples.


A step into disciples making disciples (Matthew 28)


[18] And Jesus came up and spoke to them, saying, “All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth. [19] “Go therefore and make DISCIPLES of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, [20] teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age.”

In this “next step” circle, disciples are not only to be disciples. They are to make disciples.


And it never stops. There are always more next steps, there is always more progress, there is always a circle closer to the bulls-eye for Jesus’ disciple.


There is always one more layer of the onion to peel on the way to being a disciple in the fullest sense.


Even after the twelve disciples became His “apostles,” He still challenged them to become His disciples in deeper ways, to imitate Him more completely, to be more loving. 


Today, Jesus calls each of us to grow as His disciples.

For some, that means to learn more about Him. Learn to see Him as trustworthy and to then take Him as His word, believe His promise of eternal life.

For those of us who have already believed and received, He invites us to grow in faith and to obey His commands and that is a 
journey that will never stop for as long as we live.


You may have been traveling this road when you walked in this morning - and if so, that’s great. Or you may be responding in your heart right now to Jesus’ call to move closer to that bulls-eye of being a fully committed disciple.

Either way, know that there is more in the way of challenge and progress and fulness in your Jesus-following journey than you have known to this point. There is always more - as we will see in today’s final passage.

In a few weeks, we’ll tackle the entire passage of Luke 14:25-35. Right now, we’ll only look at the first of several discipleship images Jesus painted to a large crowd of people who were following Him. 

Bulls-Eye Discipleship (Luke 14:25-26)


He was journeying toward Jerusalem, moving south for the last time. He was going there to die.

By this time in His ministry, He was attracting greater and greater crowds. Many of the people who were following Him may have been seeing Him for the first time.


Those who were listening were following Him as disciples - of one kind or another: outer circle, first steps, next steps.


At a certain point on this journey, Jesus stopped, turned around to look at them, and took the opportunity to speak to them all about the matter of discipleship. I’ll refer to this as “bulls-eye” discipleship.


He is speaking to each of us today, too.


[25] Now large crowds were going along with Him; and He turned and said to them, [26] “If anyone comes to Me, and does not hate his own father, mother, wife, children, brothers sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be My disciple.


Now the first thought that comes to mind upon hearing Jesus say this might be, “How arrogant! Claiming to be worthy of more love than I give to my beloved wife and other loved ones.”

I get that - and it is arrogant…unless He is who He says He is and who we say that He is: The Christ, the Son of the living God.


If Jesus is that, His words aren’t arrogant. They are perfectly reasonable. If He is Savior and Lord, what He is describing is normative Christianity.


Not necessarily common or usual or average. But it is the norm that the Christian will love Jesus best of all.

(My brother-in-law would be proud of me for making clear the difference between these words.)

Jesus is speaking of heart loyalty. In the fullest sense, a disciple has given his / her heart to Jesus.

The disciple loves Jesus to such a degree that all of his or her other relationships pale into seeming hatred.


Throughout the Old and New Testaments, we read explicit commands about how we are to function in the human family.


We know from the writings of everyone from Moses to Paul that respect, honor, and love are to be the hallmarks of family dynamics.


What Jesus says here, then, must be taken in the context of what God’s Word says elsewhere.
 But, what we must not do in coming to terms with Jesus’ words is reduce them to something benign.


Let’s not waste time talking about what He obviously DIDN’T mean here. He didn’t mean that we are to emotionally hate our parents and wives and husbands and kids and treat them as enemies. 


Instead, let’s think about what He DID mean.


Jesus is calling us who have believed in Him for eternal life to make a studied and conscious choice to place our primary affection in life on Him.

When a citizen of another country wants to become a citizen of the United States of America, that foreigner national must renounce allegiance to his native land, and he must take an oath of loyalty to his new home, the USA.


The new citizen can continue to think highly of his old home and can keep on having great relationships with the folks back home. But upon taking the oath of citizenship, his or her allegiance lies elsewhere.


If our nation expects whole-hearted allegiance from its citizens, how much more reasonable is it that the King of kings and Lord of lords should expect that His disciples give even more loyalty to Him?


A bull’s eye disciple is someone  who has set his love and loyalty so thoroughly on Jesus that all of his other loyalties, by comparison, look like disloyalty.


A step into bulls-eye discipleship involves a choice to love Jesus supremely.

Conclusion:


In this aspect of my life as a Christian, as in most other arenas of my life as a Christian, I have not fully and finally “arrived.”


Case in point. Not that long ago, I was with a good friend who is not a Jesus follower.


While we were talking about our lives, he commented on my service as a pastor. He commended me for being a pastor. He thought it was a good thing that I was a pastor.


I appreciated his commendation and accepted the compliment without a lot of comment.

I said something about how I got a lot of joy and fulfillment from serving as a pastor, and we went on to talk about some other things.


As I have reflected on that interaction over the last couple of days, I have seen through the lens of Jesus’ words (Luke 14:26) what I hadn’t seen before.


I gave a Jesus-less response to my friend’s comments. 

The absence of any comment about Jesus was not just a missed opportunity. It was an indicator like “Empty” on my truck’s fuel gauge. I was not at that moment loving Jesus more than anything else.

I’m not saying that in our conversations with those who don’t know Jesus, we should turn every conversation about the weather or sports into a Gospel presentation.


But when my friend commented on my role as a pastor of a church, and it didn’t dawn on me to say something about my Jesus, I’m afraid that I have to plead guilty to the charge that AT THAT MOMENT I was not loving Jesus more than anything or anyone else.


I have benefitted by my study in recent days from seeing in how many ways the New Testament uses the term “disciple.” I hope that you’ve benefitted from this study today, as well.


But the takeaway for me from today’s look at Scripture is a lot more personal than academic.


I hear Jesus’ call to love Him supremely as a call to life. It is also a call to repentance to return to my first love of Him who loves me best.


I have been praying that the One who loves you best will draw you into deeper love for Him. Because for you and me, the life of loving Jesus supremely is the best life we could ever  live.
� John 9:28. See also Matthew 23:2 John 5:45.


� To show how necessary such a relationship of discipling was to a well-educated Jew, consider this quote from one of the rabbis, “Even though a man has read Scripture and learned the Mishnah, but has not served a teacher as a disciple, he is as one of the peoples of the land.” (Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus)


� This gives insight into John the Baptist’s comment that he was not worthy to untie the strap of Jesus’ sandals - that is, he wasn’t worthy of being Jesus’ disciple - John 1:27.


� AT Robertson believes there were six of the disciples with Jesus at this miracle.


� So, Robertson, Thomas Constable.


� The parallel passage in the Gospel of Matthew has, “...do not love father [et al] more than Me.” Also, see Genesis 29:31 where we read that Jacob (literally) “hated” Leah. The context makes clear that he loved her less than he loved his other wife, Rachel.





