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Abstract 

I love what the Reformed Church in America adopted in 2013 as its 15-year 

vision for ministry (condensed to this phrase), “Transformed and Transforming.” It is 

both “life change” and “life changing.” There’s a considerable amount of time, effort, and 

growth that occurs between those two very different terms. These two basic endeavors 

are what disciples of Jesus should be doing with their lives. We have been transformed, 

redeemed through the work of Christ on the cross; it begins here with God’s grace and 

salvation, imparted by the Holy Spirit. Then it must continue by daily taking up our cross 

and dying to self, or transforming; the life-long process of sanctification. Our church 

leaders have recognized that it’s not about creating programs, nor one size fits all, but it 

does involve discovering and rethinking how we can best carry on the work our Lord 

Jesus commissioned us to be doing. 

There are many ways to go about making disciples, some possibly better than 

others. An attempt to explore and discover what those better ways might be is the central 

thrust of this project. If the multiplying of disciples was a central core value for Jesus’ 

ministry, and ours, then perhaps, one better way involves taking a fresh look at an 

effective communal approach Jesus used that can be incorporated into our efforts of 

discipling others in and outside of the church. One such “better way” will be presented. 

My assertion is: we have done well in baptizing people, a good job of teaching 

others to obey all that Jesus has commanded us to do, but in my opinion, we struggle with 

disciple development. We can always do better; there is a way that may be of help.
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Preface 

I am by nature, an artistic and creative individual. This giftedness has been passed 

on to me through DNA lineage via grandfather and mother. I sometimes see things 

differently than others who possess more of an analytical view of life. I am a person who 

is energized by a walk in the woods; tantalized by the sights, sounds, and smells 

occurring all around me. What I see as an intricately detailed flower, emitting a spectrum 

of dramatic color, someone else sees as just a nasty weed needing to be pulled. It’s the 

artistic eye and ear at work in me. To focus on such things brings joy and refreshment to 

my soul. At times, I may respond more from my emotions than my intellect. This too is 

part of who I am; it’s just the way I’m wired. 

Most of us feel we have the power to change things, some things we actually can, 

whereas other things are completely out of our hands. I attended a lecture that was more 

of a fire-side chat, by Kate Bowler, who amongst other things is: a mother, wife, 

historian, author, professor at Duke Divinity School, and a Christian. With everything 

going her way and life at its happiest she was diagnosed with stage IV cancer. The shock 

and ‘awfulness’ she experienced brought her world, as she knew it, to an abrupt end. The 

horror and reality that some things are completely out of our control began playing out in 

her life. She pondered that “everything happens for a reason,” but that didn’t sit well. The 

truth that gave her greater comfort and satisfaction was, “God is always with you, even to 

the very end, no matter what that road might look like, and, that is enough!” 

So what does all this have to do with my work on disciples and discipleship? 

There are some things that are completely out of our hands and control. For those we turn 

to God for support, comfort, wisdom, and guidance. There are other things that afford us 

an opportunity for influencing others with the possibility of their making a change. 



 

vi 
 

One such opportunity is how we, the church, might rethink how best to carry out 

the God given mandate of “making disciples of all nations.” We have to the end of the 

age to figure it out with the assurance that Jesus will always be with us in the missional 

process (and that should be enough). 

I feel a sense of urgency to present for consideration this work on discipleship in 

hopes that it may make a difference, perhaps a needed change, in a time when churches 

are experiencing decline. And on a more personal side, I would most definitely enjoy 

seeing some fruit of my labor before the “end of my own age” occurs! 

Most human beings aspire to find meaning, purpose and significance in their lives 

by contributing something, even if small, with the hope that it may make a difference in 

this world. This resounds with me as it concerns the church and discipleship 

development. You could say it has something to do with how we are wired with God’s 

DNA, to “create” and “take care of,” to make things that are “good” and see the “beauty” 

in what is created. It’s God’s fingerprint on our lives and it calls deep from within our 

very core to reach out to our neighbors of the world with the love of God as disciples of 

Jesus. It’s how he’s wired us.
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Chapter 1: New Testament Disciples, Their Rabbis, and What They 
Learned in Community 

But if I am to be someone’s apprentice, there is one absolutely essential condition. 
I must be with that person. This is true of the student-teacher relationship in all 
generality. And it is precisely what is meant to follow Jesus when he was here in 
human form. To follow him meant, in the first place, to be with him. If I am 
Jesus’ disciple that means I am with him to learn from him how to be like him. 

Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy 
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Introduction 

You hear someone call out to you, “Drop everything you’re doing and follow me!” What 

comes to mind? You might imagine a firefighter who has raced into a building fully 

engulfed in roaring flames and he finds you in a smoke-filled room frantically 

rummaging around for valuables. “Drop everything you’re doing and follow me!” Or 

maybe it’s a SWAT team officer who has made his way into your office cubicle with the 

horrific news that there’s a man with a gun and he’s shooting people in your building and 

informs you, “Drop everything you’re doing and follow me!” Whatever these words 

conjure up in your mind, one thing is for certain, you are being addressed by a person of 

authority and you’ll need to make a decision and act on what has been said. 

There was a time that actually did happen. A person of authority issued a call to 

“follow him” that also required a decision; one of which was responded to quickly. The 

account is found in Matthew’s Gospel (Matthew 4:18-20). Even though this situation was 

not an emergency and did not require an immediate decision to save one’s life and limb, 

it was connected with saving lives, just not your own.1 If you chose to follow, what came 

next (at least for these four fishermen and eight others) was instruction and life-changing 

demonstrations, which would lead them on a mission as students learning how to “catch” 

people.2 It was an invitation from a man, and to be more theologically and doctrinally 

correct, it was more precisely an incarnational God/man who had come with a plan of 

action from his holy domain that would in time change the world. 

____________________ 
1 Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew: A Commentary, 143. Bruner suggests that these first men called 

were not called to an experience of their own personal salvation, but to a ministry with others so that they 
may learn to save souls. 

2 Jesus was going to teach his disciples (several of them fishermen by trade), the methods of “landing a 
fish” or in his metaphoric use, a human being.  
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It was an invitation that still calls out to his creation today with the same intent, 

and with no less power and authority than it had when it was first spoken.3 Everything 

has to start somewhere, and this great mission to save and restore the world started with 

this simple yet profound call from the Son of Man and Son of God, to come and follow 

him. 

Those who answered the call began the process of transformation which 

culminated in becoming a disciple, one who lived with and learned from this 

rabbi/teacher resulting in discovering a new identity, calling, and purpose in life. Making 

disciples was the vehicle God chose to bring the good news of light and life to a dark, 

broken, and dying world. 

Although the development of disciples was a customary practice in the day and 

culture in which Jesus lived, his methods and teaching took on more of a radical approach 

than was the norm.4 Even the selection of his disciples exhibited a radical change from 

how things were done. His whole mission as a rabbi took on radical ways that changed 

the end results of his disciples’ future careers; he overhauled the existing discipleship 

program to accomplish his goal. And it worked. 

Jesus’ initial disciples were trained, had practiced, and brought what they knew of 

Jesus life, ministry and mission to the early days of the church. The fruit of their labor, 

empowered by the promised Holy Spirit, resulted in great numbers becoming followers 

and disciples of Jesus. That should be of no surprise; the real question that needs to be 

____________________ 
3 Regarding the call of Jesus, Davies & Allison suggest that the call and whole-hearted obedient 

response are just as important today, as it reaches down through all ages and to disciples who hear his call 
to follow him. It is in fact timeless, as was recognized by the church and the church fathers. Davies, W.D. 
& Allison, D.C. Matthew. (International Critical Commentary) 406.  

4 Radical: An adjective, especially concerning a change or action relating to or affecting the 
fundamental nature of something; far-reaching or thorough, "a radical overhaul of the existing regulatory 
framework." Jesus was bringing a radical overhauling to the existing way of doing things in the religious 
arena of his day. This will be explored in greater detail in section one of this chapter. 
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asked is not whether God’s plans work, but rather, why are we not intentionally following 

his plan to make disciples as he commanded? As F. Bruner said, “Jesus didn’t just come, 

live, die, and rise from the grave…he came to make disciples!”5 

This is how my journey began, and it would eventually culminate with me back in 

seminary (as a disciple of his), to carefully consider all that took place in Jesus’ calling 

and development of his initial twelve disciples before sending them out to go and do the 

same. 

Although my journey began as a child, I will jump in at the young age of 13. I had 

grown up in the church and all that I had been learning there came to a decision point at a 

Reformed Church youth camp, called Manitoqua. It was on a starlit night that an older 

gentleman, my camp counselor, led me in a prayer to invite Jesus into my heart and life 

and surrender myself to him. I heard no words of, “Come, follow me,” but my life would 

never be the same following that night. It was the beginning of my own “discipling” 

experience, which carried me through high school, college, seminary, marriage, and into 

ministry in churches, factories, large company offices, and other unexpected places of 

ministry. 

Full fruition for me was realized at the last church I was serving as their pastor of 

Congregational Growth and Care. It involved discovering and using a discipleship 

experience which is called, The Apprentice Series. A complete review and evaluation of 

this currently available discipling tool will be explored later in this work. There are useful 

methodologies and content that make this a very viable option that can be implemented 

into a church’s discipling endeavors. Since several of the methodologies used in The 

Apprentice Series are contained in Jesus’ work, I was curiously attracted to it. Thus, 
____________________ 

5 Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew: A Commentary, 2 vols. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004), 142. 
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before delving into examining The Apprentice Series, we will begin with an historical 

and exegetical look at what Jesus did in developing his own disciples before exploring 

what contemporary discipling possibilities might be useful for today’s church. 

I begin with the question, how did Jesus “make disciples” and what can we learn 

from his methods? Matthew’s gospel spotlights the importance of disciples and 

discipleship development, and he provides numerous examples of how Jesus went about 

teaching and training his disciples for mission. 

My question, if making disciples was really all that important for building his 

church, then shouldn’t we be giving it more attention as a possible core value for how we 

go about discipleship development in the church today? I will argue that it was, and still 

is, and suggest one possible discipling experience a church can incorporate which is 

based on Jesus’ discipling methodology.6 

  

____________________ 
6 I am not ignoring the other two parts of Jesus mandate to “baptize” and “teach” but rather focusing on 

the “discipling process” as the area that seems to me to be the weakest of the three endeavors performed by 
the church. 
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Section 1: An Exegetical Look at “Disciple” and “Rabbi”  

Overview 

In Part 1 of this section, an exegetical look at the Greek word our English Bibles 

translate as “disciple” will be explored as found in the texts of Matthew’s Gospel and 

continued in the first half of the Book of Acts. The initial groundwork will be laid for 

determining what comprised a disciple who lived during Jesus’ earthly ministry and the 

relationship that existed between a disciple and his rabbi. Part 2 will explore the 

similarities and differences of rabbis with an emphasis on the relationship that existed 

between Jesus and his disciples and other rabbis’ disciples. What selection process was 

customarily used for considering a potential candidate by the rabbi? What were disciples 

expected to learn from their rabbis? Was what Jesus taught different from what other 

rabbis taught, and if so, what were those differences; what did Jesus’ disciples learn? 

Finally, expectations and requirements were part of a disciple’s experience; what were 

they, and what was different about what Jesus required? Part 3 is an attempt to examine 

the life-ministry that existed between Jesus and his disciples. It begins with an overview 

of the disciples’ formal and informal training with Jesus. How might this be important 

for their spiritual formation? What “instructions” did Jesus provide for them that 

described “what” a disciple’s life (according to Matthew’s Jesus) should encompass? 

Jesus’ choice to immerse his chosen twelve into disciple training would play out with 

them eventually becoming the “disciplers.” The end results Jesus was after had nothing to 

do with producing new rabbis to carry on his work and teaching after he was gone, but 

had everything to do with teaching and instructing others. Academic achievement would 

take place, but that would not be what defined Jesus’ disciples. What Jesus was doing 

would open the door for all people to be disciple-makers; people who had experienced a 
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spiritual transformation of the heart and mind. It was not based on what their academic or 

non-academic life looked like, but rather on their commitment to Jesus and dedication to 

be empowered by his spirit in service to God’s continuing kingdom work. 

1.1 – Defining a Disciple and a Rabbi; What Is Their Relationship? 

The term disciple (μαθητής mathetes) occurs roughly 260 times in the New 

Testament and exclusively within the Gospels and Acts; you will not find it in any of 

Paul’s letters to the churches. There is one occurrence in the Old Testament in Isaiah 

8:16; other than that, disciple language is scarce. Mathetes (“disciple”) never appears in 

the LXX, and there are rare occurrences of two Hebrew terms that were later designated 

as a master-disciple relationship from the intertestamental and New Testament periods.7 

However, even though the term may be absent we can certainly find the concept of 

master-disciple relationship in the OT, as Bauer comments. One such occurrence is in the 

teaching relationship between prophet and apprentice, as already cited in the Isaiah 

passage. These disciples would gather around a prophet to learn his teachings and be able 

to develop them further and continue his work after his death. We can see this even more 

readily in the relationship between Elisha and Elijah (1 Kgs 19-2 Kgs 13). Bauer adds, 

“The relationship between prophet and disciple may offer significant background for 

discipleship to Jesus in the NT, and the dynamics between Elijah and Elisha are 

paradigmatic for the relationship between Jesus and his disciples.”8 

There are other references to “disciples” in the NT other than just Jesus’ disciples. 

John the baptizer had his following of disciples (some of which later left John to join with 

Jesus) and there were disciples of the Pharisees (Matt.11:2, 7; Mark 2:18; John 1:29-42). 

____________________ 
7 David R. Bauer, The New Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, Vol.2, (Abington Press), 128. 
8 Ibid., Vol. 2, 128. 



 

8 
 

So the concept of disciples and their development was a culturally well-known and 

accepted practice during the earthly life of Jesus. Bauer, however, points out that there 

were no formal ordained Jewish rabbis recognized for position of teacher. They were 

rather religious teachers (rabbis), mostly from the Pharisees, who on the basis of their 

knowledge of the Torah (not any official status or office) attracted groups of disciples for 

the study of Torah and especially oral Torah (the “tradition of the elders”).9 

With the above in mind, I continue to further unpack a working definition of a 

New Testament disciple in more detail. The term, disciple involves the role of a pupil, 

student, adherent or apprentice in relationship with a teacher, prophet or rabbi in biblical 

times. The word in English derives from the Latin disciplina, which in turn stems from 

discipulus, a learner. This emphasis upon learning draws on the development of the 

Greek word μαθητής, usually translated “disciple,” which originates from manthano 

(μανθανω), “to learn.” According to Bauer, this accepted use of one “who learns” 

continued to be present in the use of this word throughout the history of the Greek 

language and increasingly designated an adherent who was committed to the teachings 

and ethos of a city or state, to the doctrines of a philosophical school, or a teacher, a 

religious figure, or great thinker who lived in the past or present.10 Therefore, a disciple is 

a student, adherent, apprentice, or learner. The English term discipleship (which is not 

found in the ancient Greek text or in our English Bible), is used today for describing a 

process, program, or training that may occur in the church as a learner. It is a 

combination of the term disciple and ship. The suffix -ship, is used to form nouns of state 

____________________ 
9 Ibid., Vol.2, 129. 
10 Ibid., 128. 
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or condition, indicating the qualities belonging to a class of people; in this case disciples 

of Jesus who are learning/discovering how to grow in their lives and service to him. 

 Traditionally, in Jesus’ day, Jewish disciples who were learning under a rabbi 

were male and such was the case concerning Jesus’ initial twelve disciples. To 

understand the role of the learner (disciple) further we first need to examine the teachers 

of disciples; the role of the rabbi. 

Understanding the role of a rabbi, begins with a general overview of the Jewish 

culture and life preceding and during Jesus’ ministry. A Jew’s existence revolved around 

his ability and desire to know, understand, and live out the Torah with every breath of his 

being; it was that important to the life of a Jew. Educational endeavors were a high 

priority in Jewish families, and instruction in Torah was not something one took for 

granted nor saw as an option, it was essential for life at all ages. “…The Mishnah asks, 

‘Who is wise? He who learns from all men’ (Abot 4:1). The Mishnah also instructs, ‘Let 

your house be a meeting place for the sages, and sit in the very dust at their feet, and 

thirstily drink in their words’ (Abot 1:4). It further states that, ‘If you have learned much, 

do not think highly of yourself for it, since for this you were created’ (Abot 2:8).”11 So 

then, for a Jew how was this Torah to be understood so that it might be faithfully 

followed and lived out before God and community? Enter the local teacher (rabbi), for 

how are they to learn if someone who is wiser and more educated in these things doesn’t 

teach and instruct them? 

____________________ 
11 The Mishnah was comprised of various rabbinic interpretations of Scripture. Quote from the 

Mishnah, Marvin R. Wilson, Our Father Abraham: Jewish Roots of the Christian Faith, (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans Pub. Company, 1989), 300. 
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As early as 180 B.C., the Sirach,12 written by the Jewish scribe Ben Sira of 

Jerusalem, invited students to participate and learn wisdom in bet midrash (“house of 

study”). Soon other scholars established their own “houses” for instruction in the Law. 

By 75 B.C., another leader and teacher of his day, Simeon ben Shetach, promoted the 

ruling that children should attend school, which was called bet sepher, “house of the 

book” or study of Torah. The local synagogue over time became the center for study and 

assumed the title “house of study.”13 It was here that adults could learn from learned 

teachers who were considered skilled in, or experts of the Torah. 

The educational system for children (before and during Jesus’ life) consisted of 

beginning their schooling around the age of four or five. “These early years in bet sepher, 

consisted of learning to read [and write] the written Law. The next stage of schooling was 

the bet talmud, ‘house of learning, ‘where by the age of ten study of the Oral 

Law…began.”14 

The Torah is composed of two parts: the written Law and the Oral Law. The 

written law contains the five books of Moses, the Prophets and the Writings. Alongside 

the written Torah, there was also the Oral Law, which aided in the understanding and 

application of the written Law.15 This was said to be transmitted orally from generation to 

generation, and was eventually recorded in written form by the second century AD. 

____________________ 
12 The first use of the word school occurs in Sirach (or Ecclesiasticus; ca. 180 B.C.), which is the oldest 

book in the Apocrypha, and was a manual of short rules of ethical conduct.  
13 Helpful information can be found concerning Jewish life and educational formation both prior to and 

during Jesus’ life and ministry. Marvin R. Wilson, Our Father Abraham: Jewish Roots of the Christian 
Faith, 298-312. 

14 Ibid., 299.  
15 The Mishnah contains rabbinic interpretations of Scripture written down during the second century 

AD. Jewish scholars believe it contains the oral traditions present during the 1st century BC to 1st century 
AD and therefore would reflect what was true during Jesus' lifetime, as suggested by Ray Vander Laan. 
Discussion Guide, session 6, In the Dust of the Rabbi. (GR: Zondervan Publishers, Inc.) He continued his 
graduate work in Jewish Studies in the United States, Israel, Turkey and Egypt.        
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As students approached their teen years the field began to narrow sharply for 

those who wanted to go deeper in the study of the Law and learn more from a 

teacher/rabbi. A student’s hope was to learn and do everything his rabbi taught and did. 

He dedicated his life to become like his rabbi in every way. He would follow in the paths 

his rabbi led him and considered it an honor to be covered in the very dust that his rabbi’s 

feet kicked up along the way. His desire was to make his rabbi’s “yoke” his very own, no 

matter how hard or heavy a burden it might be.16 The student-disciple’s dream would be 

that one day he might be ready and good enough to carry on the instruction he had 

received from his rabbi and could begin instructing others concerning all his rabbi had 

taught him. 

Many people referred to Jesus as Rabbi (teacher), including his disciples (Luke 

7:40), ordinary people (Luke 12:13; Matt 7:28), lawyers (Matt. 22:35-36), other disciples 

(John 1:38), the rich (Matt. 19:16), Pharisees (Luke 19:39), Sadducees (Luke 20:27-28), 

and even other teachers like Nicodemus. One evening, an encounter between Jesus and 

Nicodemus (himself a teacher, Pharisee, and a distinguished member of the Sanhedrin), 

occurred in which he called Jesus, “Rabbi” (John 3:1-2). Commentators have suggested 

that Nicodemus may have chosen to come at night to visit Jesus, not because he didn’t 

want to be seen by others as keeping company with Jesus, but rather to have the most 

amount of time to spend in deliberation with him without interruption. William Barclay 

suggests that it was amazing that Nicodemus would even venture to come and see Jesus 

at all, considering the office and status that he held. But he recognized Jesus, like himself, 

____________________ 
16 The “yoke” and “burden” of a rabbi, was for the student, his rabbi’s teaching and particular 

interpretation of the Law. The student took on his rabbi’s yoke with the desire to one day be able to teach 
the same that his rabbi taught. 
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to be a teacher but even more so, as one “who has come from God.”17 Nicodemus 

perceived that Jesus was not only a wise and learned teacher (rabbi), but that his authority 

and “signs” had God’s touch all over it. Nicodemus’s curiosity may well have drawn him 

to this gifted Rabbi Jesus, who possessed an intriguing authority and mysterious way 

about him. Could it be that he desired a better understanding of life from this popular new 

rabbi? Whatever his reasons were for visiting Jesus (even at night if it required the cover 

of darkness to hide it from others eyes), he showed up to satisfy his curiosity. In any case, 

this impressive figure in Jewish life and culture recognized Jesus as a rabbi. 

“The Gospels refer to Jesus as διδάσκαλος, ‘teacher,’ forty-one times and as 

‘rabbi’ sixteen times.”18 W.D. Davies, in his work on the Sermon on the Mount, notes 

that Jesus emphatically “was called rabbi…it was more than a courtesy title: it did 

designate a ‘teacher’ in the strict sense.”19 Jesus fits the definition and description of a 

first century (itinerant) rabbi, one with an advanced level of understanding Torah and the 

skill to teach from it with authority. 

Often Jesus’ encounters with others reflected the cultural rabbinic customs and 

practices of a rabbi. One such encounter involved an exchange between Jesus and two of 

John the Baptist’s disciples. Jesus was passing by one day; John noticed him and 

informed his disciples, “Look, the Lamb of God!” So John’s disciples left him and began 

to follow after Jesus. Jesus noticed they were following him so he turned and asked them, 

“What do you want?” They addressed Jesus as “Rabbi” as they were most likely 

____________________ 
17 William Barclay, DSB, The Gospel of John Vol.1, 111. Barclay reminds us that a Pharisee was one 

who gave his entire life dedicated to following what the Scribes had written as the regulations which 
defined and explained what was required by the letter of the law. They undertook obedience to doing and 
keeping every one of the thousands of rules that were expanded upon in the Torah. The thought, as Barclay 
suggests, that a man such as Nicodemus who practiced this life-style, would even give the time of day to 
this Rabbi Jesus, but he did!  

18 Marvin R. Wilson, Our Father Abraham: Jewish Roots of the Christian Faith, 299. 
19 W.D. Davies, The Setting of the Sermon on the Mount, (Cambridge, 1964), 422. 
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interested in talking with him about his work (John 1:35-38). In this exchange of 

conversation they asked Jesus where he was staying and he replied with the phrase, 

“Come and see.” William Barclay states, “The Jewish Rabbis had a way of using that 

phrase in their teaching. They would say: ‘Do you want to know the answer to this 

question? Do you want to know the solution to this problem? Come and see, and we will 

think about it together.’” Jesus, in rabbinical fashion, was inviting them to come and talk 

with him more and discover what things they wanted to find out about life, for he was the 

one who could open that understanding to them.20 

We can conclude then that Jesus was recognized as a rabbi by his contemporaries, 

and was obviously well acquainted with the Scriptures. He may not have gone through all 

the traditional schools of learning that other rabbis’ of his day might have, but his 

teaching was received by many with comments that he taught as “one who spoke with 

authority” (Matt 7:28). 

One day when Jesus was dealing with the Sadducees and the Pharisees, an expert 

in the Law trying to trick him asked: “Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the 

Law?” His response was “‘Love the Lord your God with all heart and with all your soul 

and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest command. And the second is like it: 

‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’’’ And then he added this, “All the Law and the 

Prophets hang on these two commandments” (Matt 22:36-40). Jesus was well versed in 

the Torah, and he was not to be stumped or tricked, even by the “experts” of the Law. In 

his answer, he took both parts of the Torah (written and oral) and summarized it by 

saying in effect: that most important and supreme commandment was to love God above 

all else, but a very close second involved loving your neighbor, a fellow human being, 
____________________ 

20 William Barclay, DSB, The Gospel of John Vol.1., p.71 
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with as much love as you love yourself. If you would do this, then you would be fulfilling 

all that is contained in the Law and what the prophets had to say concerning following, 

serving, and obeying God.21 This question was most likely debated by many rabbis of 

Jesus’ day, so the question in and of itself, would not be seen as unusual. Perhaps what 

might be considered as unusual was Jesus’ combination of these two passages used to 

answer the question posed to him, demonstrating his profound knowledge and use of the 

Scriptures. 22 

Jesus, being an exceptional teacher and rabbi, knew well the traditional use and 

symbolism of the “yoke.” He used this term one day, in making an extraordinary appeal 

to anyone willing to follow him when he said, “Come to me, all you who are weary and 

burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am 

gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and 

my burden is light” (Matt 11:28-30).23 In the Theological Dictionary of the New 

Testament, the Greek word ζυγός (yoke), as used in the vocabulary of the New Testament 

has only two meanings, in the sense of “scales” and in the sense of a “yoke” as carried by 

____________________ 
21 Most teachers were Torah teachers (teachers of the law) who could only teach accepted 

interpretations. Is Jesus, in doing this, demonstrating he’s a rabbi believed to have semikhah or the 
“authority” to make new interpretations? I would have loved to hear the rabbinical debate over that one, as 
it appears to be one of those occasions where Jesus spoke as one with “authority” in being able to add 
insight to the Torah over and above just teaching the accepted interpretations. 

22 The two scripture passages Jesus combined were Deut. 6:5 and Lev. 19:18. There is another 
occurrence of these same verses being connected by an “expert” (teacher or scribe of the Law) found in 
Luke 10:25-28. Commentators’ debate over whose use of this combination of verses may have come first, 
but that is beyond the scope of my discussion. 

23 Jesus' promise of rest involves a yoke, a burden, and learning. Every Jew knew and understood what 
was meant by the yoke of the Law which they were called to learn and fulfill. But Jesus said, “Take my 
yoke upon you…for my yoke is easy and my burden (you’ll find to be) light.” Jesus yoke and burden is 
promised not to be heavy or crushing. The Greek word for “easy” could be translated “my yoke is well-
fitted.” The Law and all the complexities created by the Scribes and the Pharisees to keep it were a burden 
and heavy weight to carry upon one's shoulders (see Matt 23:4). It was seemingly endless with rules and 
regulations that demanded attention in every area of life and was too difficult to keep. In comparison, the 
yoke or law of Jesus is not complicated; it involved loving God and loving neighbor as yourself. Each one 
who chose to follow Jesus was custom fit with his yoke, and it was much more comfortable and tolerable. 
His yoke and burden brought rest to the weary and tired soul. The “rest” reference is suggested to be from 
Jer. 6:16, and quoted by Jesus. (Floyd V. Filson, William Barclay, J.C. Fenton)  
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a beast of burden or a slave. It is also only used figuratively, and carries with it a sense of 

absolute dependence.24 What is extraordinary about this quote of Jesus is that he is taking 

it far beyond the traditional norm of teaching and understanding of Jews. Jesus and his 

contemporaries would all know that the use of “yoke” referred to the absolute 

dependence and adherence to the “yoke of the kingdom of heaven” or the “yoke of the 

commandments” or the “yoke of the Holy One,” all expressing the idea of subordination 

to the will of God. This “yoke” was not seen by a Jew as a burden but rather a privilege. 

Jesus took it to the next level when he said, “Come to me, all you who are weary and 

burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am 

gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy and 

my burden is light.” How can a “yoke” be easy, how is it light, and how would you find 

rest? He is not referring to the “yoke” of a rabbi here, nor is he referring directly to the 

yoke of the commandments. What he’s referring to is himself and distinguishing the 

difference between the “Messianic yoke” (his yoke) and the traditional yoke of legalism, 

which involves the oppressive labor and attitude of a slave.25 We see this clearly in 

Matthew 23:3-4, where the image of the burden is used.26 Thus Gerhard Kittle concludes 

that the yoke Jesus lays on those who accept it is the new worship of God. Humans can’t 

achieve this; it is the gift of Jesus in His Word and person. So acceptance of His yoke is 

possible only through faith in Him as the Christ. Only those who believe in Him is His 

yoke capable of producing rest, ease in fitting, and light in burden. 

____________________ 
24 Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, Vol. II, 898-899. 
25 Ibid., Vol. II, 900. 
26 “So you must obey them and do everything they tell you. But do not do what they do, for they do not 

practice what they preach. They tie up heavy loads and put them on men’s shoulders, but they themselves 
are not willing to lift a finger to move them.” Matt. 23:3-4. Bible quotations in this document are from the 
New International Version unless otherwise indicated (see also: Luke 11:46; and Acts 15:10). 
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Jesus was born, grew up, and spent his ministry among people who knew 

Scripture by memory, debated its application with enthusiasm, and saw to it that their 

children were educated in Torah. These were people who loved God with all their hearts, 

all their souls and all their might. It was just such a world that Jesus entered into as a 

child, and he was most likely a student of Torah himself. A glimpse of his educational 

background is perhaps revealed at age twelve while visiting Jerusalem with his parents 

for Passover (Luke 2:41-47). At this age boys were preparing to take their places in the 

religious community. Jesus’ frantic parents had been searching for him for some time 

(after his disappearance) and finally located their son in the temple courts sitting among 

the teachers of the Law. He had been intently listening to them and engaging them by 

asking questions. It was a well-known practice of learning in ancient Judaism in which 

asking and answering questions with questions was a norm. Jesus later used the same 

methods in his own engagement with people, his disciples and discussions with other 

experts of the Law.27 What stands out in this encounter in the temple with the 

teachers/rabbis is that, “‘All who heard him were amazed at his understanding and his 

answers,’ suggesting that Jesus’ questions are actually answers in the context of the 

conversation.”28 Or at least they may have been recognized by these teachers of the Law 

as a means of reframing conversations in productive ways. If this is so, it would indicate 

the high degree of learning and understanding that Jesus, at this young age, had already 

acquired. 

____________________ 
27 See examples of answering a question with a question in these scripture passages: Matt 9:14-15, 

12:9-12, 15:1-3, 21:16, 23-25; Mark 10:17-18; Luke 6:2-4, Luke 10:25-26, 18:18-19, 20:1-4; John 11:8-10, 
18:22-23. 

28 Brad H. Young, Meet the Rabbis: Rabbinic Thought and the Teachings of Jesus, (Mass.: 
Hendrickson Pub. Inc.), 32. 
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So it was from this educational and cultural background that the child Jesus 

eventually emerged as a teacher and preacher. He could be found in local synagogues 

instructing people from the Torah as well as teaching and preaching in the fields and hills 

of an out-door classroom. He had become a respected itinerant teacher, rabbi, and some 

were beginning to recognize him as possibly the long-awaited Messiah as his earthly life 

was drawing to a close. 

Without a rabbi, there wouldn’t be a disciple and without disciples, rabbis’ would 

be out of a job (except for general teaching). There is a definite co-relationship between 

the two. We have looked briefly at the roles of disciple and rabbi as they were 

experienced prior to the birth of the New Testament church. Now I want to turn my 

attention to what were the similarities and differences between Jesus’ disciples and other 

rabbis’ disciples? 

1.2 - Differences and Similarities Between Jesus’ Disciples and Other Rabbis’ 
Disciples 

The selection process of a disciple 

There are observable cultural methods a rabbi would use for his selection of 

students he chose to disciple, and this was true for Jesus as well. Many of the rabbis were 

looking for the “best of the best” as potential pupils in which to invest their life and time. 

These students would then be trained and educated by the rabbi through a process that 

eventually resulted in bringing the student-apprentice into a closer relationship with that 

rabbi and his wisdom. As the student learned of his rabbi’s ways and teachings, and 

showed signs of mastering what his rabbi shared, he would advance to the status of 

becoming the rabbi’s “disciple.” 
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Rev. Ray Vander Laan summarizes this final step of a student who was among 

“the best of the best” and desired to further his study with a rabbi: 

A few (very few) of the most outstanding Beth Midrash students sought 
permission to study with a famous rabbi often leaving home to travel with him for 
a lengthy period of time. These students were called talmidim (talmid, s.) in 
Hebrew, which is translated disciple. There is much more to a talmid than what 
we call student. A student wants to know what the teacher knows for the grade, to 
complete the class or the degree or even out of respect for the teacher. A talmid 
wants to be like the teacher, that is, to become what the teacher is. That meant that 
students were passionately devoted to their rabbi and noted everything he did or 
said. This meant the rabbi-talmud relationship was a very intense and personal 
system of education. As the rabbi lived and taught his understanding of the 
Scripture his students (talmidim) listened and watched and imitated so as to 
become like him. Eventually they would become teachers passing on a lifestyle to 
their talmidim.29 

Even though both Jesus and the rabbis of his day used a selection process for 

choosing their pupil/disciples, there is a striking difference between how Jesus went 

about doing this as compared to the cultural norm used by other rabbis, with few 

exceptions. 

Generally, the student who had progressed along the path of learning Torah and 

was excelling in his understanding and study would also be the student who might then 

approach a rabbi he respected with a potential life-changing question: “I would like to be 

a student of yours and learn of your ways. Would you consider my request to study under 

you?” It was then up to the rabbi to determine if he felt this student would be able to learn 

from him and follow him. Was he the “best of the best” among other possible students; 

did he have what it would take to be an apprentice and eventual disciple to carry on the 

work of the rabbi? There were probably a series of questions and requirements the 

____________________ 
29 See: Ray Vander Laan’s Discussion Guide, session 6, In the Dust of the Rabbi, (GR: Zondervan 

Publishers, Inc. Ray is the founder of That the World May Know Ministries. He received his M.Div. degree 
from Westminster Theological Seminary and is an ordained minister in the Christian Reformed Church. He 
continued his graduate work in Jewish Studies in the United States, Israel, Turkey and Egypt. 
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potential student would need to successfully answer and have confirmed in the rabbi’s 

eyes before a decision could be made. If he was considered by the rabbi as having great 

potential, and one who could eventually become this rabbi’s disciple, he would grant 

permission to “follow him” down this road of study and drastic life-change. If the student 

was not “the best of the best” but was very good in his knowledge of the law, the rabbi 

would hopefully encourage him to continue learning and then send him back to his family 

to learn the family trade. In other words, he hadn’t reached the level that was needed by 

the rabbi, and thus didn’t survive the cut. 

Jesus’ call to “come and follow” was different 

One of the most striking differences we see between other rabbis and Jesus, concerns the 

way a rabbi of Jesus’ day, chose disciples and how Jesus chose his disciples. Jesus did 

“choose” students to become his disciples like other rabbis, and he even issued a call to 

“follow me,” which was the verbiage that other rabbis commonly used (Matt 4:19, 

21:22). What was different is found in the selection process. The customary way of 

student/rabbi selection was completely reversed by Jesus. As it concerned Jesus’ initial 

twelve, instead of the student coming and inquiring about becoming an apprentice of the 

rabbi, Jesus, approached the “student” and initiated the call to “Come and follow me.” 

Someone who heard this summons from Jesus would have immediately understood what 

it meant, “I’m choosing you to become one of my disciples.”30 Today, we may wonder 

____________________ 
30 F. Brunner writes concerning Matthew’s use of Jesus’ effective Word, “Follow me.” Disciples in a 

rabbinic understanding became the students of their rabbi, apprenticed to him. They left their jobs and lived 
with their rabbi. They joined his school of thought, heard his lectures, ate with him, slept with him, and 
followed him around. Discipleship was study-in-residence, home schooling; it was a live-in arrangement 
with a teacher. What was unusual was that Jesus recruited his students, rather than the potential student 
coming to the teacher and asking for the privilege of studying under the rabbi. Brunner adds that Jesus is no 
ordinary rabbi; he is Lord. He adds that theologically, something is at stake here. He quotes what John the 
evangelist describes in his gospel account regarding Jesus’ words, “You have not chosen me, but I have 
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what it was that made them so quickly leave behind life as they knew it, without even 

taking time to consider all that following Jesus might involve. There was no making a list 

of the pros and cons before making this decision; no running it by their parents for 

consent and approval. They heard his word, dropped whatever they were doing, walked 

away and left it all behind to follow him. 

When Jesus presented this stunning invitation you have to understand that it was 

coming from one who was a recognized rabbi, and they also knew that they were not “the 

best of the best” and had already invested their lives to learn and work in the family 

trade.31 One can only imagine what astonishment, excitement, and jubilation ran through 

their minds to be on the receiving end of such an invitation from a teacher and rabbi of 

their area. This was why they were so quick to drop their nets, leave their boats, say 

good-bye to their fathers, walk away from their taxing money tables…and responded so 

dramatically to this Rabbi Jesus’ call to “Come and follow me.” 

This call, in the same breath, was accompanied with a reference to equipping 

them and “sending” them out on some sort of mission. Jesus said, “… and I will make 

you fishers of men” (Matt 4:19). This particular phrase is only employed by Jesus, and is 

only found in Matthew and Mark, nowhere else in scriptures and is not found in any of 

the rabbinic or Hellenistic literature.32 Jesus would be training and enabling them to 

understand and do what he does. They will eventually be “sent out” to reach other people 

with Jesus’ mission. It’s interesting to note that as people are “discipled” in following 

____________________ 
chosen you” (John 15:16) (F. Brunner, 143). There were few exceptions recorded in which a person 
approached Jesus asking to be a disciple of his. 

31 Jesus invitation to “come and follow,” was most likely issued to those who did not make the earlier 
cut with a rabbi or hadn’t bothered to pursue a relationship with a rabbi, based on their ineptness 
concerning Torah skills. 

32 Those who were now fishers of fish are to become fishers of men. Davies and Allison also point out 
that their vocation of choice remains the same, they remain fishers. Davies, W.D. & Allison, D.C. Matthew. 
(International Critical Commentary), 394. 
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Jesus, they are not (necessarily) being called to leave their vocations to reach the lost; on 

the contrary they will most likely continue in their vocation of choice, as Paul did in his 

trade of tent-making and working with leather (Acts 18:1-3). What is unique is that the 

disciples of Jesus were not being called and trained to be rabbis to master the Torah, but 

rather to be equipped to carry out Jesus’ mission in and through them and their existing 

vocations. 

Now you might ask, how can you make disciples if you are not a rabbi? Good 

question, and the answer lies in the definition of a “disciple” at least as far as Jesus’ 

intentions were realized for his disciples. We explored previously that a disciple is a 

dedicated learner, an apprentice, a student, one who was taught and led in the ways of 

their rabbi. Jesus had groomed his original disciples to disciple others in his ways when 

he bodily left this earth. They were not to become rabbis themselves, but rather to 

disciple, or more literally, to be “learning” others, after Jesus’ example.33 

All of the above has implications concerning how people, disciples of Jesus, who 

have heard and obeyed the call to follow him, live out their lives as disciples in today’s 

world.34 

Qualifications for selecting a disciple 

We really do not know what qualifications Jesus may have been looking for in the 

disciples he extended his call to, there is nothing recorded in Scripture that would suggest 

____________________ 
33 Jesus had strict rules for his disciples, one made it quite clear that his disciples were not to be rabbis 

(Matt 23:8). The Greek word for disciple in Matt.28:19, is a verb translated properly would be “you learn 
them.” 

34 Calvin insists that the call of the four fisherman brothers is not a general description of how all 
Christians are called, rather it is a particular description of how ordained ministers are called. For Jesus 
does not call all Christians to leave their work. But as F. Bruner notes, this can be argued both ways. (F. 
Bruner, Vol.1, 142).  
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his thinking on this.35 Any attempt to do so would be an argument in silence. We can 

though, explore what we do know about those that were chosen that make Jesus selection 

“different” from what was customary by his contemporaries. 

Rabbis of that day selected pupils based on their academic accomplishment and 

their understanding of Torah. Jesus did not choose the “best-of-the best” students to be 

his disciples, at least not according to academic excellence.36 If that were the case, he 

wouldn’t have been looking amongst the local fishermen and tax collectors as potential 

for a good find; they had never pursued such a desire, or had already been interviewed, 

tested, and rejected by other rabbis as not having what it takes to be a disciple. Why then, 

would Jesus do this? What would he be looking for if not a highly intelligent and 

proficient student of Torah? An excellent student of Torah was not Jesus’ chief concern. 

Davies and Allison point out that Jesus’ disciples were not being invited to study Torah 

or practice it with him, rather they were being called to help in the work of announcing 

and preparing others for the kingdom of God.37 

This provides a clue as to what he may have been looking for in a disciple, or at 

least what intent he may have had to guide his selection. It’s obvious that top priority was 

not given to find the best students of Torah (an academic pursuit), but perhaps it had 

more to do with ordinary people that Jesus felt could join with him and carry out his 

mission as disciples to be “learning” others in a deeper appreciation and understanding of 

God’s kingdom (a spiritual pursuit). This had nothing to do with Jesus having any less 

____________________ 
35 F. Bruner states that we do not know how or why Jesus chose the men he did, nothing in the text 

suggests what he was looking for in these men. Matthew does however direct us to the effective Word of 
Jesus, “Follow me.”Vol.1, 143. Perhaps a partial clue exists in John 1:47, Jesus' encounter with Nathaniel. 

36 He chose fishermen, tax collectors, zealots, and some we know little about, but obviously none of 
them were scholars of Torah, and certainly not the “best of the best!” (Matt. 4:18, 8:9-11) 

37 Davies, W.D. & Allison, D.C. Matthew. (International Critical Commentary), 398.  
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regard for Torah than any other rabbi or Jew, he upheld and defended the Law with never 

an intention to abolish or replace it or any part of it, as some have suggested (Matthew 

5:17). Jesus was not interested in academic excellence for those he chose, as much as 

their potential to bring hope, love, and God’s kingdom to all in need of spiritual 

restoration. Perhaps those he called was based more so on the condition of the heart? 

Early in Matthew’s gospel and soon after Jesus’ baptism, Matthew notes that 

Jesus began to preach a message calling for the need, as Jesus put it, to “Repent, for the 

kingdom of heaven is near” (Matt 4:17). This is what John the baptizer was proclaiming 

in his preaching and baptismal efforts prior to Jesus beginning his own ministry.38 

As Jesus began his ministry in Galilee he visited the local synagogues where he 

taught and preached the “good news” of the kingdom, and after sharing what that good 

news entailed he demonstrated it by healing peoples’ diseases and sickness, all types of 

physical and spiritual oppression. It caused many to follow him from various places (Matt 

4:23). Later in Matthew when Jesus’ disciples are questioned by the Pharisees as to why 

he eats with tax collectors and sinners, Jesus’ response to them was, “It is not the healthy 

who need a doctor, but the sick…For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners” 

(Matt 9:12-13). And we see this again when Jesus is preparing to send out his twelve 

disciples to minister with these instructions, “Do not go among the Gentiles or enter any 

town of the Samaritans. Go rather to the lost sheep of Israel. And as you go, preach this 

message: ‘The kingdom of heaven is near’ ” (Matt 10:5-7a). Jesus’ mission was one of 

helping others turn from sin, restoring life, redeeming creation, opening God’s kingdom 

to the lost, which led him down a path that led to his own suffering and dying for those he 

____________________ 
38 Following John’s arrest and imprisonment, Jesus leaves the Jordan region travels back to Galilee and 

settles in Capernaum. It is here, while living in Capernaum that Jesus proclaims through teaching and 
preaching the same message that John was proclaiming to the people.  
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came to save. His efforts first reached out to the lost ones of Israel, and eventually 

extended to include all of humanity and creation. This was his mission; this is why he 

came and this is what he wanted to do: “disciple” (teach and train) his disciples to 

dedicate themselves to doing likewise after he physically departed from them. 

His mission and work as a rabbi reached far beyond the scope of any ordinary 

rabbi of his day. And as far as qualifications are concerned, did Jesus chose his disciples 

by looking into their hearts for something that was appealing for accomplishing his 

mission? He demonstrated his uncanny spiritual ability to know what was on a person’s 

heart/mind often in his ministry. Or maybe he just wanted to demonstrate to his followers 

that he believed in them, and that his Father could use anyone, regardless of their 

qualifications or lack thereof, to accomplish his work. Again, we just don’t know. 

What we do know for certain is that through Jesus’ life, teaching, purposes and 

mission, the hearts and lives of those he lived with and discipled were forever 

transformed. The process of making disciples that he began was passed on to other 

followers yet to become disciples. And unless today’s church drops the ball of “learning” 

new disciples, the mission will continue to be passed on to the next generations as the 

kingdom of God is proclaimed and followers are equipped as disciples for ministry. 

Though the qualifications Jesus used for selecting a disciple will remain a mystery to us 

the results are far from a mystery. 

Jesus' disciples learned the commands, words, and teaching of Jesus and had most 

likely put them to memory. They were taught by Jesus, an expert in the Torah, and they 

were changed inwardly and outwardly and exhibited a new boldness in their work and 

mission. They were obedient to Jesus as Rabbi, Lord and Master and were not afraid to 
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face death itself for his cause. They were eventually filled with the Holy Spirit at 

Pentecost that empowered them for whatever was needed to get the job done and it was 

the same Holy Spirit who brought to them an inner peace and joy. It was a spiritual work 

of being transformed and the continual work of transformation. 

The goals that Jesus had/has for his church and kingdom extend far into the future 

and were quite different from that of other rabbis. But then, Jesus was no ordinary rabbi; 

he is Lord.39 And his disciples, even if they may be quite ordinary and far from the best 

of the best, were, and still are being changed into something quite extraordinary! 

What did disciples learn? 

As previously mentioned, the normal practice of a rabbi in Jesus’ day was to teach 

his student/disciples Torah and become so well versed in it that their journey would 

eventually lead them in teaching others from the Law and the Prophets. It was a process 

that progressed and culminated in the day when the disciple finally entered the elite and 

recognized group of rabbis as a professional that allowed him to interpret Oral Law, that 

being the Mishnah, Talmud, and Midrash. 40 For the disciples of rabbinic Judaism, 

following the letter of the 613 laws and rabbinic interpretations of the Torah was 

extremely important.41 

____________________ 
39 Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew: A Commentary, 143. 
40 “For disciples to be made, there is first a need for master teachers. Hillel (flourished from 20 B.C.E. 

to 10 C.E.) is said to have had seventy disciples. The least of them was Yochanan ben Zakhai (flourished 
from 50 to 80 C.E.), who raised up five main disciples. Rabbi Akiva (flourished from 100-130 C.E.) also 
raised up five disciples, but is described as having thousands who followed him to learn Torah. Jesus raised 
up twelve disciples and also had crowds of followers who listened to his words.” Brad H. Young, Meet the 
Rabbis, (p.29). The master teacher was a mentor who raised up disciples who would not only memorize his 
teachings but also live out the teachings in practical ways. The “halakhah” (meaning to walk) referred to 
rules of conduct that guide a person’s life. The disciple walks with God by living out in practice the 
teaching of his rabbi. (30-31). 

41 Chabad.org, a Jewish website. “What Is the Torah?” 
https://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/2153/jewish/What-Is-the-Torah.htm 
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In Jesus’ camp of apprentice/disciples there was a different agenda, some of 

which has already been stated. Jesus was “learning” his disciples, but the end result 

would not include the transitioning any of his disciples into the role of rabbis. They were 

to be only disciples, and this was a huge difference from what other rabbis were doing. It 

is extremely important to understand this difference if we are to grasp what Jesus 

intended in his later commission to go “disciple” the world. Since the beginning of Jesus’ 

work as a rabbi, it was never his intention to take student-apprentices of his and make 

them “experts” of the Law who would in turn become rabbis to carry on his work. The 

original disciples that sat under his teaching and ministry would be referred to as 

Apostles (απόστολος - noun/singular). The term appears only once in the Old Testament 

in Kings 14:6, where we see the “empowering” and “commissioning” of a prophet. The 

term also carries with it the meaning of “one who was sent,” with an earlier meaning 

appearing as the authorizing of a person as a “messenger” with the emphasis being on the 

one who is the sender and not the actual messenger.42 

I find it interesting to note that Matthew does not record Jesus as referring to his 

disciples as apostles at all, not even in his commissioning of the eleven as the gospel 

comes to a close. Instead Jesus refers to them as disciples. It would seem Matthew adds 

the term for the readers benefit (Matt. 10:2) as he identifies the twelve that Jesus has 

selected for his close core group. Why might this be? It’s quite possible that Matthew was 

more focused on the key role of disciples and the development of disciples rather than the 

____________________ 
42 Ulrich Luz, points out that Jesus initial call to the first students was for the cause of making 

disciples. He states that it was much later in Matthew (10:2) that we find the only reference to the Greek 
word for “Apostle” (απόστολος) meaning one who is “sent” as an authorized agent or messenger. Luz 
comments on the contrast between “disciple” and “apostle” as it concerns how the early church related 
more to disciples than with apostles, who had already become at the time of Matthew’s writing a thing of 
the past. Ulrich, Luz, Matthew: A Commentary, 109. 
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role of an apostle in his gospel account. On the other hand, just before Jesus sent his 

disciples out into public ministry, he called them together and gave them power and 

authority: over demons, to heal all types of sickness and disease, and even to raise the 

dead.43 The role of an apostle, even if scarcely mentioned in Matthew, carries added 

weight as being important as it is also supported in Mark 3:14 and Luke 6:13. 

While here, I want to explore the role or function of an apostle further. Jesus had a 

large number of disciples during his ministry, but not all of them were apostles. The 

Twelve were chosen out of a wider group both to be with Jesus as disciples and to be sent 

out to preach and teach as apostles.”44 How then should we define an apostle, and what 

was the role of one who carried this designation or title? Most scholars would agree that 

to be an apostle of Jesus, in the strict use of the term, would require the person to be a 

disciple of his, one who has sat under his direct teaching (the original twelve), one who 

had ministered with Jesus, and one who had witnessed his death and resurrection. 

However, having said that, there are a few exceptions to this formulary. Paul referred to 

himself as an apostle, and he points to Jesus personal meeting with him, saving him, and 

commissioning him to bring the gospel to the Gentiles; Barnabas can be added to that list 

as well. The noun απόστολος appears seventy-nine times in the New Testament (ten in 

the Gospels; twenty-eight in Acts; thirty-eight in the Epistles; and three in Revelation). 

The vast majority of these occurrences are found in Luke-Acts (thirty-four) and in the 

____________________ 
43 See Matt. 10:1, and 10:8.  
44 Concerning the Twelve disciples, Baker’s Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology, 

https://www.biblestudytools.com/dictionary/apostle/ As noted in Baker’s dictionary, There are four lists of 
the Twelve in the New Testament, one in each of the three Synoptic Gospels (Matt 10:1-4; Mark 3:13-19; 
Luke 6:12-16) and one in Acts (1:13). These lists are roughly the same, representing four variant forms of a 
single early oral tradition. 
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Pauline epistles (thirty-four). Most of these references point to those appointed by Christ 

for a special function in the church.45 

Everything covered above points back to Jesus and his calling and training of 

those initial twelve disciples who would soon (minus one) become his “commissioned” 

and “empowered” messengers as Matthew’s gospel closes. Bruner, in his commentary on 

Matthew, is quick to note that “Jesus’ discipling work is important to Matthew’s 

understanding of the gospel.”46 Jesus’ mission is to call to himself disciples to teach and 

train them to do all that he has done and will continue to do through them. His training of 

these first disciples is critically important and had to be set in place before he completed 

his work at Calvary and returned to his Father. 

Having side-tracked for an explanation of “disciple” and “apostle” and why Jesus 

was not concerned with “making rabbis” I return now to Matthew’s key focus as well as 

Jesus’- to disciple development to understand what they were learning.47   

All rabbis taught their students, with teaching that revolved around the Torah, 

most likely the Oral Law, as well as the writing of the Prophets. As far as we know Jesus 

was no exception to this, but what sets Jesus’ teaching apart was the special instruction 

he gave to his disciples on how to live their lives in the kingdom of God. Matthew’s 

gospel introduces us to his teaching in what has come to be known as the “Sermon on the 

____________________ 
45 Ibid. 
46 Frederick Dale Bruner, 142. As Bruner points out that “disciples and discipleship” was of primary 

concern to Matthew’s gospel and Jesus’ intentions, and Ulrich Luz, would second that opinion.  Bruner also 
picks up on the same thought as Luz (10:2-4) commenting on it as the Apostolic fellowship of the church 
and the only place Matthew uses the term “apostle” for the twelve disciples. [Matthew does not even refer 
to the twelve during the Great Commission as apostles but rather as disciples]. Along with the above 
descriptions of apostle, Bruner adds to the list, ones sent as “ambassadors.” 454.  

47 For further study Acts 10:39-43 depicts some specific criteria for that of an apostle, in more of the 
traditional line of thought, but this is beyond the scope of my project. 
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Mount.”48 One must note, according to Matthew, that his teaching was primarily 

addressed to his disciples and not the crowds that had come to see Jesus. It’s not that the 

crowds didn’t hear what Jesus was saying, as Matthew has them approving of what they 

heard as Jesus concluded his message (7:28-29). But it is interesting that Matthew goes 

out of his way to let us know that Jesus saw the crowds that were gathering and he 

(purposely) went up on the mountainside and sat down. Then his disciples came to him, 

and he began to teach them (5:1-2). We needn’t go through the entire Sermon on the 

Mount verse by verse to see what Jesus was teaching his disciples, but we do need to 

understand that it was teaching that looked at life quite differently from what other rabbis 

were teaching. Maybe this is why the crowds that overheard his teaching were so amazed 

at what he said, possibly things none of them had ever heard from a rabbi before, and that 

included his own disciples (Matt 7:28). He was presenting a new standard of living; a call 

to be like this, as impossible as it may have sounded to them.49 This was a new “rule” or 

standard for living that offered hope; instruction that for many was a breath of fresh air. It 

was a new definition of what living in the kingdom of God was to be like for the follower 

of Christ. If one is looking for a definition of what a disciple or Christ-follower’s life 

____________________ 
48 The NIV Study Bible, (1985), Footnotes on Matt 5:1-7:29 (contributed by Ralph Earle). “The Sermon 

on the Mount is the first of five great discourses in Matthew. It contains three types of material: (1) 
beatitudes, i.e., declarations of blessedness (5:1-12), (2) ethical admonitions (5:13-20); 6:1-7:23) and (3) 
contrasts between Jesus’ ethical teaching and Jewish legalistic traditions (5:21-48). The sermon ends with a 
short parable stressing the importance of practicing what has just been taught. (7:24-27).” Earle cites that 
some have suggested that Matthew has possibly combined Jesus teaching from various places into one 
sermon as other gospel accounts such as Luke have the events occurring in different contexts. Compare 
with Luke’s account of the sermon that occurred on the plain (Lk 6:17-49).   

49 Ralph Earle, continues his commentary on The Sermon on the Mount stating that its “call to moral 
and ethical living is so high that some have dismissed it as being completely unrealistic” or only possible in 
the future kingdom. Matthew’s Jesus, makes this the standard for all followers of his in the here and now. 
Earle suggests the only way it can be accomplished is with Jesus power working in and through our lives, 
without him it would most likely be impossible, but that’s exactly the point now isn’t it. (The NIV Study 
Bible, (1985), Footnotes on Matt 5:1-7:29). 
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might look like, this sermon gives us a deep and honest glimpse into what Jesus had in 

mind. 

Another form of instruction was given by Jesus to his twelve right before they 

were sent out to minister in the surrounding areas of Jewish population (Matt 10:1, 5-42). 

This was to prepare them for what they were about to encounter. It included preaching 

about the kingdom of heaven, the possibility of physical healing (of all kinds), and maybe 

even the raising of the dead. If you really believed you could do whatever your rabbi 

does, then these experiences should be included in your mission, right up there with 

walking on water (but that one was not included in Jesus’ listing). They were also told to 

be innocent but act wisely. And finally, they were reminded of the cost of discipleship, 

obedience, servanthood and to be on guard. There were consequences in following Jesus, 

with some being dangerous or life-threatening. But even in the event of losing one’s life, 

they were obediently choosing to surrender themselves to the Son of Man, their rabbi, for 

the cause of taking his mission to others. 

One last comment on Jesus’ teaching must include how he at times approached 

the Law. In chapter five of Matthew’s gospel we hear Jesus using the phrase, “You have 

heard that it was said,” which was then followed by someone’s interpretation of the law 

in question.50 This was not something created by Jesus as a teaching method; rather it was 

a customary idiom used by rabbis to give credit or authority to another respected rabbi 

and expert of the Law whose interpretation of that Law was being quoted.51 Another way 

____________________ 
50 The verses in Matthew chapter five in which Jesus uses the phrase “You have heard that it was said” 

and then followed with “but I tell you…” are found in 5:21, 27, 31, 33, 38, 43.  
51 In Deeanna Koven’s book, Back to the Beginning: Restoring God’s People Back to The Hebraic 

Roots of Biblical Faith, she writes, “The rabbis never spoke on their own but always quoted a higher 
authority by saying, ‘It is said,” or ‘You have heard it said of old,’ and then they would quote another 
famous rabbi or Torah scholar. Even today rabbis always quote the greater ancient sages.” (Xulon Press, 
2012), 57. 
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to say it could be, “You have heard it said by (name of a prominent rabbi) in his 

“interpretation” of the Law as being…” and then the respected rabbi’s interpretation of 

the Law, and how to apply it would be explicated. What was most unusual with Jesus’ 

use of this rabbinic idiom is how he ended his thoughts on the matter. Jesus begins with 

the customary, “You have heard it said,” then he added, “but I tell you…” and this had 

the intended meaning that Jesus interpreted the law quite differently.52 This was his 

“twist” or interpretation of a text of scripture in question. His interpretations were usually 

conservative in nature and redefined or added explanation to the “light” or “heavier” 

laws. The Law was the Law, and the lighter laws were just as important to him as the 

heavier laws.53 Jesus would usually draw attention to “life” or “heart matters” with his 

additions or explanations of scriptural texts. 

The call to follow was one of obedience and sacrifice 

The Greek wording (Δεῦτε ὀπίσω μου) “follow me” used in this phrase is in the 

present tense imperative, meaning that it was a command that would require “ongoing 

obedience” to the one who issued it.54 

Looking at what Jesus had called his initial disciples to, and extending that call 

into the future, a student/disciple of Jesus meant: If you choose to follow him as your 

rabbi (and Lord), you are dedicating yourself to learning from him, participating in doing 

what he does, and continuing this process of making disciples to carry on his mission in 

____________________ 
52 This contrast that Jesus sets up is not between the OT and his teaching but rather, it is between 

externalistic interpretations of the rabbinic tradition on the one hand, and Jesus’ correct interpretation of the 
Law on the other.(NIV Study Bible, Ralph Earle, footnote on Jesus comment, “But I tell you…” from 5:21, 
1450.  

53 There were designations of laws, some being “heavier” in importance than other laws. This was 
commonly used by the sages and later rabbis to classify the laws. Jesus was probably familiar with these 
designations but considered all laws as important, from the lightest to the heaviest and taught his disciples 
likewise (Brad H. Young, 45-46.  

54 F. Bruner, 144-145. 
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this world. As time goes on, you will continue in this path of obedience to follow him for 

the rest of your life. 

When a man dies a physical death (such as a rabbi) he is gone, he has no further 

interaction with his disciples, but with Jesus being the Messiah and Son of God, he is not 

gone but forever present. After he died and rose again, his disciples continued to share 

with him a living, eternal relationship that will go on into eternity. The “follower” of 

Jesus will continue to learn of him and follow him under his guidance and instruction (by 

means of the Holy Spirit’s presence) from generation to generation. And somewhere in 

the mix, you might also have to wrestle with the thought that it was Jesus who chose you, 

not the other way around. A thought like this could keep you in the program for the long 

haul. 

Jesus’ call to follow, included obedience and sacrifice that extend far beyond the 

respect and commitment a student normally gave to a rabbi to whom he apprenticed 

himself. This was not just an emotional or academic connection between two parties; it 

was a spiritual connection that involved the body, soul, and spirit of a person with the 

Spirit of God through Christ Jesus. This important difference makes possible continued 

transformation through the Spirit’s interaction in the life of each disciple of Jesus. 

Jesus didn’t mince words when it came to following him. He put a high priority 

on obedience with little room for other priorities the follower may have wanted to 

entertain. There are passages in Matthew’s gospel that drive this point home, and may 

appear to be almost lacking in compassion. For example, Davies & Allison suggest that 

Matthew may have had I Kings 19:19-21 in mind when Jesus was approached by one of 

his disciples with a request to bury his father. This Old Testament story between Elijah 
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and Elisha was radically altered by Jesus in his firm and unwavering, “Follow me and 

leave the dead to bury the dead” (Matt 8:21-22).55  It was a normal custom of Jews to 

provide a quick and decent burial for the dead. Loved ones honored their families by 

taking care of such matters, and doing so immediately. Jesus' response would have struck 

the heart as possibly being one of uncaring compassion, but it certainly would have 

captured a person’s full attention. Matthew is the only gospel that records these words of 

Jesus, which captures his emphasis on the importance of Jesus’ teaching of disciples and 

the cost of discipleship. Luke adds to this encounter, citing a man who wanted to follow 

Jesus but made a request of him to first go back and say goodbye to his family. Jesus 

replied, “No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the 

kingdom of God” (Luke 9:61-62). 

Bruner adds that the disciple who is called by Jesus responds in obedience 

because of the Word of Jesus. He asks, “What then are we to do when we hear the Word? 

Do what he says. It’s the Lord’s Word that motivates us with power from within to drop 

our preoccupations and follow him [in obedience] and become his lifetime students.”56 

There was a certain amount of sacrifice that was also expected by Jesus if you 

chose to accept his call to follow. A teacher of the Law came to Jesus and said, “Teacher 

[rabbi], I will follow you wherever you go.” To which Jesus replied, “Foxes have holes 

and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head” (Matt 

____________________ 
55 When you compare and contrast these two passages (1Kings 19:19-21 and Matt 8:21-22) the 

difference is striking. Elijah grants Elisha (his apprentice in training) permission to take care of his parents, 
whereas family and possession are forsaken on the spot in Jesus’ handling of a similar request. It’s obvious 
that Jesus the Messiah required more from his disciples than Elijah required of Elisha. Davies, W.D. & 
Allison, D.C. Matthew. (International Critical Commentary), 393.  Luz cites that people are called to 
radical obedience (4:17). He is much more hard-lined (different from D&A) as he suggests that this radical 
obedience includes breaking with family, which is “demanded” of all community members. Luz, Ulrich. 
Matthew: A Commentary. (Hermeneia Series). Vol.1, 109. 

56 Frederick Dale Bruner, Vol.1, 144-145. 
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8:19-20). What Jesus is clarifying is, “Seriously, you want to follow me? Be forewarned 

that by doing so, you will not have any home to call your own, no roof over your head to 

protect from the elements, not even a bed to sleep in when you should tire. Even the 

animals have such luxuries! But I don’t, nor would the ones who should choose to come 

along and follow me. Are you sure you’re up to this? Can you leave your old life behind 

and all the comforts you currently enjoy and cherish?” That might make a person think 

twice; is what’s in it for me worth the price I may have to pay? And elsewhere in 

Matthew’s gospel, Jesus spoke these “up-lifting” words to his twelve just before he sent 

them out to do ministry. 

I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore be as shrewd as snakes 
and as innocent as doves. Be on your guard; you will be handed over to the local 
councils and be flogged in the synagogues. On my account you will be brought 
before governors and kings as witnesses to them and to the Gentiles. But when 
they arrest you, do not worry about what to say or how to say it. At that time you 
will be given what to say, for it will not be you speaking, but the Spirit of your 
Father speaking through you. Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his 
child; children will rebel against their parents and have them put to death. You 
will be hated by everyone because of me, but the one who stands firm to the end 
will be saved. When you are persecuted in one place, flee to another. (Matt 10:16-
23) 

 Even Peter, after living with and following Jesus for some time, found himself 

thinking about the cost of discipleship that he and his fellow disciples had sacrificed to 

follow. The thought came immediately after they encountered a young, wealthy “would-

be follower” of Jesus, who walked away because the cost was too steep a price to pay. 

Peter asked the Lord, “We have left everything to follow you! What then will there be for 

us” (Matt 19:22)? Jesus assures them that in time, all who have followed him, will be 

rewarded and receive eternal life, “And everyone who has left houses or brothers or 

sisters or father or mother or children or fields for my sake will receive a hundred times 

as much and will inherit eternal life.” (Matt 19:29) There is a cost to follow Jesus as his 
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disciple and some will find the price too high to do so. The bottom line is, in Jesus’ day 

and ours, some may want a great teacher to follow, but are not willing to submit to him as 

Lord and Master who demands obedience, sacrifice, and our all. For some, this kind of 

price to pay for participating is just too costly. 

1.3 - The Twelve Disciples’ Experience Under Jesus’ Teaching and Training 

What did living and ministering with Jesus look like? There was formal training 

and informal training under Jesus’ leadership. The formal side of the disciples’ learning 

has been explored, but what made up the disciples’ informal training and how might that 

be important in their spiritual formation? What instructions did Jesus provide for them 

that described what a disciple’s life (according to Matthew’s Jesus) should encompass? 

Jesus’ choice and method to immerse his chosen twelve into disciplined training of a 

disciple would play out with them eventually becoming the “disciplers.” They were in 

training for three years as apprentices of the Rabbi Jesus, and then they finally received 

their Master’s approval and marching orders to carry out his mission in and to the world 

(Matthew 28:16-20). 

The twelve became his dedicated apprentices/disciples 

It’s been established that Jesus was the one who extended the “call” to his 

disciples with a heart-moving invitation to “follow” him. It was Jesus who chose them, 

and not the other way around (John 15:16). And they were chosen for a purpose, a 

mission to “go” as his sent out ones, to bear fruit which was made possible by their 

abiding in Jesus. It began a three year instruction course for them under the guidance and 

care of their Master, Jesus. They apprenticed themselves to him and sat at his feet more 
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than once to listen to his counsel, instruction, and teaching.57 They walked with him 

down many pathways and roads of villages and sailed with him across the calm and 

rough Sea of Galilee. More than once, they journeyed with him to Jerusalem near the end 

of Jesus' ministry, which turned out to be a powerful and life-threatening experience for 

them and their beloved Master. You could say they had advanced from being his 

apprentices to now becoming his “journeymen.” After completing an apprenticeship, 

which today typically takes three to five years, you can become a journeyman. Another 

three or four years of working as a journeyman gives you enough experience to qualify to 

take the exam to become a master plumber or electrician, or perhaps even a disciple.58 

It was in Jerusalem that they celebrated one last Passover with him; one last 

supper which proved to be anything but a normal Passover meal that night. With the 

breaking of the bread and the taking of the cup, Jesus forever changed the formulary of 

Passover for the emerging new church which awaited its awakening and filling at 

Pentecost. They each had the opportunity (and temptation) to turn down his call and walk 

away, but these initial twelve had settled in for the long haul. Only one of the twelve, as 

____________________ 
57 Today’s definition of an Apprentice might contain the following: An apprentice is a person seeking a 

skilled job which begins by entering into an apprenticeship program that trains a worker to become skilled 
in a particular trade. Apprenticeships combine classroom learning with hands-on work to train the 
apprentice. Those involved in such a program are considered to be in full-time employment. As the 
apprentice is learning, they will apply the lessons by actually doing the work at lower levels of 
involvement. Their advancement continues as they acquire the necessary skills that will lead them to a 
mastery of the trade. After mastering the trade successfully, they can then go on to teach others in the 
skilled-trade.  

58 Let me be clear to say that in our spiritual development the Holy Spirit works in and through us: to 
continue the transformation process of becoming more and more refined into the image of God, to 
discipline us toward the fulfilment of unity in the faith, to reach full knowledge of the Son, to arrive as a 
complete person, to be measured by the stature of the fullness of Christ Jesus (Eph.4:13). We will (in my 
opinion) always be apprentices of Jesus, in training, and striving toward the journey men and women status 
this side of eternity!  
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Jesus’ ministry was drawing to an end, chose a dark path for himself and decided to walk 

away.59 

This concept of an apprentice will be developed further in chapter 3, where the 

focus will be on a program/experience and methodology involving apprenticeship to 

Jesus. For now, I close this section with this thought: “I am an apprentice of Jesus, a 

disciple by choice, so naturally he is still ‘learning me!’ ” 

Communal life with Jesus 

The initial twelve disciples had embarked on a life-changing, commonly shared 

endeavor, in which they would be engaging each other and Jesus for three years while 

living in a small communal experience. If we can draw this analogy, we might think of it 

as an intensive three year seminary training for those who felt God’s call to them to enter 

into ministry. The students leave life and home behind as they knew it and venture out to 

make new living arrangements which will bring them together with others from different 

walks of life and experience. This new milestone in their life will attempt to help them 

discover a new family as they are drawn into a community60 of pupils who will at times 

eat together, worship together, laugh and cry together, pray together, and sit together 

under the instruction and guidance of their seminary professors and staff. This will 

____________________ 
59 See: Matt 26:1-4, 14-16, 20, 24-25, 45-50; 27:1-5. There are a few theories as to what made Judas 

turn on Jesus and betray him. They run from personal greed (see John 12:6), to political ambitions to force 
Jesus’ hand against Rome, to just refusing to believe that Jesus was God’s instrument, sent from heaven to 
save us from our sins. There was denial from Peter, and fear of losing their lives kept them all in hiding in 
an upper room. But as Jesus had promised, they would not be left alone (Matt. 28:20).  

60 From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, a definition for the term community: A community is a 
group of living things sharing the same environment. They usually have shared interests. In human 
communities, people have some of the same beliefs and needs, and this affects the identity of the group and 
the people in it. Adding to that, it can also be defined as a group of people who, regardless of the diversity 
of their backgrounds, have been able to accept and transcend their differences, enabling them to 
communicate effectively and openly and to work together toward goals identified as being for their 
common good. 
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hopefully begin a heart and mind bonding experience of love and joy as they experience 

life together. These educators (and friends) will do their best to lead these students (who 

have been entrusted to them) into the intellectual, physical, emotional, and spiritual 

realms of preparation in order to equip them to be sent out into the world for Christian 

ministry as ambassadors for Jesus. 

Sounds a little bit like what Jesus’ initial twelve were called to experience. It 

would however, most likely be minus the nice living quarters and a place to lay down 

one’s head to sleep. Jesus’ disciples would be live-in students; this included eating with 

him, traveling with him, going together into synagogues with him to worship, and 

sleeping with him in whatever lodging might be available for them. Some nights it might 

just be out under the stars. They would learn from Jesus as they listened to his teaching 

and instruction, such as the sermon preached on the side of a mountain to them and the 

crowds that gathered. All of these experiences would have helped this small group in 

their bonding together. I’m sure there were very intimate moments as well as some very 

intense moments the group or individuals of the group would have experienced. 

One cannot know why Jesus chose the men he did for his disciples, but we do 

know they were from several different walks of life and personal temperament. This 

communal experience is just a guess on my part, but it may well have been an intentional 

component of the Lord’s curriculum for the development of his disciples. Was this an 

attempt by Jesus to bring the body, soul, spirit, and strength of these twelve together in 

such a way as to bond them to each other as brothers and fellow disciples? Were they 

learning to do life together for a future time that would potentially involve the planting of 
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churches with all walks of life that Jesus would grow and they would minister in? The 

dynamics were certainly all present as they moved out into the world. 

How and why would you bring together a zealot, some fishermen, a tax collector, 

a person with trust issues and doubt and what have you, together in such a way as to 

teach them to live with understanding and compassion for one another and others? With 

all their background differences and personality quirks, how do you instill in them the 

desire to demonstrate love for each other? 

Perhaps this calls into play the social and psychological side of discipleship 

development. Jesus had three years to work out the details of this communal personality 

project involving these men he was preparing to be his ambassadors and trusted friends. 

These apprentices experienced on-the-job training in community 

It should be no surprise that disciples of other rabbis’ didn’t get the same 

education that Jesus’ disciples received. Disciples of Jesus heard and saw things that few 

other disciples ever dreamed of encountering or experiencing. Not only was there the 

unique teaching and preaching of Jesus, but also dramatic healing of people’s multiple 

diseases, infirmities, and pain. They saw demonized people freed from torment and other 

bizarre demonic activity, paralytics and epileptics cured from their crippling effects, 

violent storms stilled with a rebuke, the dead restored to life, and to top it all off, a sign of 

the coming Messiah, the giving of sight to the blind which had never occurred in the 

records of Old Testament history.61  

  
____________________ 

61 (Matt 4:23-24; 8:1-3, 23-27, 28-34; 9:18-26, 9:27-31). When John the Baptist was in prison he was 
seeking assurance about Jesus so he sent word via his disciples to ask him directly, “Are you the one who 
was to come, or should we expect someone else?” Jesus did not respond with promises but rather 
observable occurrences that foretold the ministry of the Messiah. Jesus told them to report back to John 
what you hear and see, and the first one listed by Matthew is Jesus saying, “The blind receive sight…” as 
well as other listed miracles. Matthew 11:4-5, also Isaiah 29:18; 35:5-6; 61:1; Lk.4:18-21. 
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They also experienced Jesus challenging the religious organization with well-

chosen words and decisive actions (Matthew 12:1-13). Jesus was confronted more than 

once by the Pharisees as it concerned their tradition or the keeping of the Law. On one 

occasion the Pharisees were challenging Jesus on his disciples breaking of tradition, as 

they did not wash their hands before eating (Matthew 15:1-20). After Jesus turned the 

tables on them, he then called and spoke to the crowd, teaching them concerning clean 

and unclean practices with a little parable. His disciples came to him afterward and asked 

if he realized his words offended the Pharisees. Jesus responded to that comment and 

then Peter asked Jesus to explain the parable to the twelve. Jesus was dumbfounded that 

they didn’t get it, so he took the time to explain clearly what he meant (Matthew 15:1-

20). This activity would repeat itself over the course of their training, as Jesus wanted to 

insure his disciples understand what he had intended in his teaching. 

Another time Jesus put his disciples on the spot to get creative, possibly to learn 

something about God’s provision. Jesus was inviting them to think out of the box for 

ministry, which involved the feeding of five thousand. The disciples told Jesus the people 

should be sent away as it was getting late in the day and they would need to make 

provisions for food and getting home. Jesus responds with this puzzling request, “They 

do not need to go away. You give them something to eat.” Now there’s a show stopper as 

the boy’s provisions were a bit thin. An object lesson about God’s provision giving on-

the-job training that I’m sure left a long-lasting impression with them. 

They practiced what they were learning in community 

Jesus obviously understood the importance of hands-on training to help sharpen 

skills and master learning. Watching Jesus cast out a demon is one thing, doing it 

yourself is quite another. He, at times, would send the disciples out to put into practice 
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what they had been learning. Such was the case recorded in chapter ten of Matthew.62 He 

began by assuring them of their ability to carry out the work at hand and giving them 

authority to conduct whatever the mission might require. Specific instruction relevant to 

their assignment was shared. The “specific instruction” was important, but the practice 

and ministry they were being sent out to do was even more so. 

Whatever mission a person or group is faced with, will involve some specific 

preparation or instruction, even if it involves how to greet someone or preaching the 

Word of God. Preparation and practice are still as relevant to our day as it was in Jesus’ 

day. To do things well will always involve some practice on our part and an abundance 

of grace and power on God’s part. 

Debriefing sessions were handled by Jesus, in community 

Jesus would gather his disciples to himself and they would share with him the 

mission they had returned from or ministry opportunity that didn’t go as they had 

expected and they had questions.63 This was a big part of their discipling experience and 

learning, and we have scripture revealing some of these times spent alone with Jesus in 

debriefing. 

One example found in Luke’s gospel records what the disciples reported to Jesus 

after returning from ministry. It’s a brief sentence so we don’t know what was said and 

discussed amongst them or how long this debriefing lasted (Luke 9:10). What we do 

know is that Jesus must have desired more down time with his disciples since the passage 

goes on to say, “Then he (Jesus) took them with him and they withdrew by themselves to 

____________________ 
62 Mark’s gospel account has Jesus sending them out in pairs, possibly for a buddy-system of mutual 

support during this training exercise (Mk.6:7).  
63 Matt 17:14-21, Mark 9:21-31a. 
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a town called Bethsaida.64 Now we don’t know all that took place in Bethsaida before the 

crowds converged upon them once again, but I can only imagine it must have been a time 

of both relaxation and discovery. On another occasion the disciples were unable to figure 

out why they had failed to deliver a boy with a demon. Later in private they asked Jesus 

why they couldn’t drive it out, and Jesus, in this debriefing moment, provided them with 

an answer.65 

Jesus taught often by using parables and at times his disciples didn’t catch the 

meaning of the teaching. Later, in privacy, they would inquire about the meaning of the 

parable. After Jesus had explained the parable he might ask, “Have you understood all 

these things?” And then there was time to ask additional questions of him if need be 

(Matthew 13:36-51; 15:15). 

Sometimes Jesus needed to defuse a situation amongst his disciples. One such 

occurrence arose when the mother of two of Jesus disciples was attempting to negotiate 

sitting privileges for her boys in God’s kingdom. When the other ten disciples found out 

what was going on they called out the two offending brothers. Jesus called them together 

for a defusing and debriefing exercise before more sparks could fly (Matt 20:20-28). 

Field trips were a component of the disciples learning 

What student in school doesn’t like a field trip? Jesus used field trips at great 

lengths to teach his disciples various lessons he wanted them to learn, and some of those 

lessons were spontaneous; based on what Jesus observed while outdoors. Jesus was adept 

at field trips and field training exercises, and it may have involved a significant journey to 

teach one particular lesson. For example, one might ask why Jesus hauled his twelve into 

____________________ 
64 Luke 9:10 
65 Mark’s gospel account also references prayer as one of the components for success to conquer and 

expel this particular kind of demon (Mk 9:29).  
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a boat and set sail across the Sea of Galilee for the pagan region of the Gadarenes. Was it 

a trip in which he wished to teach about the Abyss and the evil thought to inhabit the 

depths of the sea they were crossing? Did he know he would meet up with demon 

possessed men? Or maybe it was both or something else that led him to take his crew on 

this field trip that didn’t appear to end well for the pigs, the demons, or the town’s folk. It 

certainly seemed like a failure if Jesus’ intention was to minister to the people of that 

town, as they were not happy with Jesus’ ministry and asked him to leave; he was not 

good for business. However, the formerly demon-possessed men would have seen it quite 

differently. So then, was it just to set some demoniacs free from their torment that Jesus 

went there? We really don’t know exactly what lesson plan he had in mind, but for sure, 

his disciples remembered the events of that day spent sailing across the sea with Jesus, 

the pigs, the men who were set free, and the upset town’s people (Matthew 8:28-34).66 

One last example, Jesus took his disciples to the home of a prominent official to 

see what could be done for this family as their daughter had just died. That trip resulted in 

a resurrection experience for his disciples, the family, their daughter and the people who 

were in mourning there (Matthew 9:18-19, 23-26).67 

Whatever the intended lesson plans Jesus’ had, he often took it on the road for 

field training in his out-door classroom. What better place to interact with people, do 

ministry with his disciples or use an object lesson from nature to enhance their learning. 

Often in a community there are inner core groups 

There were many people who were followers of Jesus. There was the larger group 

of disciples, 70 or 72 recorded in Luke 10:1 and the original twelve that Jesus chose at 

____________________ 
66 Mark and Luke’s gospel accounts only cite one demoniac, and John’s gospel doesn’t include this 

incident.   
67 Matt 9:18-19, 23-26. 
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the beginning of his ministry.68 It apparently was important for Jesus to establish a more 

intimate relationship/friendship with a few men within the larger group of disciples. It is 

not clear exactly when this selection took place, but it can be established from the text 

that he did involve four as an “inner core” group. I find it interesting that these four 

fishermen and brothers were chosen by Jesus, on the same day, and whether or not it was 

his intention from the beginning to make them an inner core group cannot be determined. 

The group was comprised of Simon, called Peter, his brother Andrew, and the two sons 

of Zebedee, James and John.69 It seems to me that Jesus was pouring his life into these 

four which at times only included three of them, Peter, James and John. Such was the 

case when Jesus went to the home of Jairus, a local synagogue ruler to restore the life of 

his daughter who had died (Mark 5:21-24, 35-43). These three disciples were privileged 

to witness the girl’s resurrection. The same three Jesus took to witness his transfiguration, 

an event that none of them would ever forget (Matt 17:1-2; Mark 9:2).70 The four of them 

were the recipients of a private audience with Jesus after questioning him concerning the 

end times in what we refer to as the Olivet Discourse.71 Just prior to Jesus' arrest the 

eleven disciples were led to the Garden of Gethsemane. It was Peter, James and John, 

who were specifically invited by Jesus to be closer to him as he went off to pray.  Jesus 

wanted them to be there for support and to join with him in prayerful vigil during his time 

____________________ 
68 Whether the number was 70 or 72 disciples depends which manuscript you are reading. It’s about 

half and half between those manuscripts. Some suggest it might be a scribal error and the correct number is 
actually 70, a number that was often used in the OT. Luke is the only gospel account that mentions this 
larger group of disciples. 

69 Found in Matt 4:18-22; Mark 1:16-20; Luke’s gospel, (5:1-11) has a variation on the calling of the 
first disciples but lists the four in order of the twelve that were eventually chosen (6:12-16). John’s gospel 
has Andrew meeting Jesus earlier when he was a disciple of John the Baptist. It was Andrew who 
introduced his brother Peter to Jesus. (John 1:35-42). 

70 Later in their lives, they wrote about that experience, see John 1:14; 2 Peter 1:16-18. 
71 Matthew’s account just mentions that some of his disciples came to him privately to question him 

while they were at the Mount of Olives (Matt 24:3), whereas Mark specifically records the private audience 
as being Peter, James, John and Andrew (Mark 13:3). 
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of deep anguish and agony in the Garden (Matthew 26:37). It shouldn’t surprise us that 

Jesus had this inner core group. His humanity as well as divinity brought him to a place 

where he enjoyed a deeper and more intimate relationship with a few special friends as 

most people do. These are the ones who are there for us in the thick and thin of life, the 

special times of joy or celebration and darkest times of sorrow, grief and pain.72 

The disciples were being versed in “how” to do “discipling” 

Whether they realized it at the time (I doubt if they did), Jesus was preparing them 

for the day when they would be learning disciples themselves. We have already looked at 

what disciples learned and in particular what Jesus’ disciples were learning. An emphasis 

on mastering the Law, the Oral Law, or the other writings, was not the priority, but 

preparing disciples for life and continuing Jesus’ mission was the goal. They would carry 

on the Lord’s work of teaching about the kingdom of God, living it out, and 

demonstrating it to others through their own lives, and teaching others all that Jesus had 

taught them. This goal then, accompanied by the Holy Spirit’s work of renovation of 

heart and mind would bring to all people, the desired results of establishing God’s reign 

and rule on the earth, and restore that which was lost and dying, with everlasting life. His 

disciples were being groomed in the “ways and means” of this mission of Christ, 

immersed into Jesus and how he did life, God’s way, so that they would be able to carry 

on his work after he physically left. 

In summary, those who were called to be disciples of Jesus, as noted by Luz, were 

called to radical obedience and to proclaim Jesus’ gospel of the kingdom of heaven.73 

____________________ 
72 This arrangement may also aid in the dynamics of building a small group and sustaining the 

leadership and support within that group. 
73 Luz, cites that where Jesus’ gospel of the kingdom of heaven is to be proclaimed people are called to 

radical obedience (4:17). Luz, Ulrich. Matthew: A Commentary. (Hermeneia Series). Vol.1, 109.  
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Bruner adds that Matthew saw as one of Jesus’ important services, the need to create a 

ministry of workers (disciples) by which to shape his church to engage the world.74 He 

states that the Sermon on the Mount was used by Jesus to “teach” his disciples to know 

“how” to be disciples. But then Jesus gives them “instructions” (diatasson) in the sermon 

on mission (which followed), in order to know how to do discipling. The Sermon on the 

Mount makes us disciples and the sermon on mission makes us “disciplers.”75 These 

convictions, when all brought together, would certainly lead one to believe that Jesus’ 

mission, as Matthew endorsed it, was one of “developing disciples” so they in turn would 

go and teach other disciples what they had learned from Jesus. It began a multiplying 

effect that would be paramount to church growth and spiritual formation of all disciples. 

It is imperative to understand that Jesus was developing disciples to propagate more 

disciples to carry on his mission. He was not interested at all in producing rabbis; it was 

always about disciples and their training. 

Every disciple that would come after and follow Jesus would be called to work in 

unity with others and share in Jesus’ mission by observing, doing, and becoming all that 

he taught and demonstrated with his original disciples, who carried it forward. 

As was stated earlier, being discipled by Jesus had as its aim the transformation 

of mind, heart, and soul by the inner working of the Holy Spirit. This transforming 

process, was then taken by Jesus’ disciples to the world through their love of God, and 

call to Jesus’ mission. This was the divine plan of God, brought to man through Christ. 

____________________ 
74 F. Bruner, 142. 
75 The sermon on “mission,” as Brunner states it, was when Jesus sent out his twelve to now do as he 

has been doing in their presence. It begins with him giving them authority for the tasks ahead (10:1) and is 
then followed with his instructions as found in Matthew 10:5-42. (F. Bruner, 153-4, 497). 
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Matthew’s gospel takes a turn and Jesus’ focus changes from the important work 

of training his disciples, to his greatest work and mission yet to be accomplished.76 He set 

his face toward Jerusalem, anticipating rejection, suffering, the cross, death, and 

resurrection; all to occur as his physical life and mission was coming to an end. The 

Father had sent the Son into this world, and Jesus came to bring eternal life which was 

paid in full and sealed in his blood at the cross. This redemptive work of Christ Jesus, 

soon to be accomplished, would then be turned over to his disciples as the means of 

bringing all this Good News to the world, who had yet to hear and understand the full 

impact of God’s love and saving grace. 

Now pause, and hit the rewind button, for I am convinced that Jesus’ plan, from 

the very beginning of his ministry, began with the development of disciples. He was 

educating them on how best to go about discipling, by being discipled by him. This plan 

(process if you will), was the means of transmitting the message of salvation, 

transformation, and renovation of hearts by God, His Son Jesus, and the Holy Spirit. 

To conclude this first section, I believe it is worth repeating the words of 

Frederick Dale Bruner when he said, “Jesus didn’t just come, live, die, and rise from the 

grave…he came to make disciples!”77 

  

____________________ 
76 See Matt. 16:21, the turning point in Jesus’ ministry. 
77 F. Bruner, Vol.1, p.142. 
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Section 2: What Characteristics of Being a Disciple are Helpful in the 
Pauline Literature? 

Overview 

This section will explore how Paul understood what it meant to be a disciple of 

Jesus and what his views were on spiritual formation/development in general as the first 

century church emerged and spread into the world. 

Paul’s take on disciples 

Even though the Apostle Paul never uses the term “disciple” (μαθητής - noun), in 

any of his epistles or personal letters, he has much to say about being a disciple. Paul’s 

writings contain the essence of the verb form of disciple (μαθητεύω) “to learn you” 

others, even if only in a “softer” synonym form. So when Paul at times speaks about 

“learning” he is at least talking about an equivalent of the verb form of “disciple” and 

more importantly, the process of “learning,” to “learn you” others, as Jesus commanded 

his disciples to do. Paul wasn’t alone, other NT writers did not use the noun μαθητής 

(disciple) as well. These Greek nouns and verbs occur nowhere else in the New 

Testament, except for the Four Gospels and Acts, and their absence would suggest a 

change in usage had occurred over time as the first century church continued to emerge 

and grow, perhaps as early as the mid-50s to A.D. 70. I will address this matter briefly as 

it concerns the book of Acts. 

It would stand to reason that the terms/words for identifying disciples, or Christ 

followers, or Christians, were gradually changing or being replaced with other words; 

newer terms as the church evolved. What we once called the “hand-cranked” telephone, 

was replaced with the rotary telephone. As it evolved through new technology, it became 

the “touch tone” phone, and today that has been replaced with what we call the “cell 
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phone.” They all perform the same function, that is to transmit conversations and 

messages, and as much as the appearance and operation may have changed, they are still 

referred to as “phones.” 

Our understanding of a disciple began with the rabbinical form and custom Jesus 

used in training his twelve pupils/apprentices who chose to accept the call to follow him. 

Once they made the decision to follow him, they received instruction, teaching, and 

training as Jesus’ disciples. 

Later during the days of Paul’s life and ministry, the term “disciple” was assumed 

for believers, and perhaps was one reason the term was not used later in the church. I will 

suggest and support this notion in this section, that if you were a follower of Jesus, then 

you were a disciple of Jesus; it goes without saying. This can be supported as the early 

church was steadily growing in numbers. It became more natural to refer to fellow Christ-

followers with other terms of recognition and endearment, such as “brothers” or “sisters” 

which were appropriate as the church began to realize it was part of a communal family.  

We begin to see those transitional changes of usage occurring within the book of 

Acts, or the complete elimination of the term “disciple” in other New Testament epistles 

and letters. In Paul’s ministry, which was mainly to the Gentiles, he most likely chose not 

to use the term “disciple” because of the differences in interpretation and confusion it 

presented within Gentile circles. They would not have fully comprehended how the 

Jewish culture understood the term disciple or what a Jew’s involvement as a “disciple” 

looked like. It’s not as if Paul didn’t know what a “disciple” was. He would have been 

very familiar with the term, even as a Jewish young boy. We know that Paul, as a young 

man, was a disciple himself. He would have been one of the very best of young students 
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when it came to his knowledge of the Torah. And he would have approached and chose a 

rabbi he respected in hopes of being educated and accepted by this rabbi as one of his 

student-disciples. There was also the hope that one day there might be the possibility of 

becoming a rabbi himself. Paul chose a brilliant rabbi of his day and was honored to sit at 

this rabbi’s feet for instruction. Paul reveals the details of this when addressing a crowd 

in Jerusalem in Acts 22:3.78 Then after Paul’s conversion, he was baptized as a disciple of 

Jesus (Acts 9:18). We also know that in the Book of Acts (9:25) Luke cites Paul, during 

his early ministry, as having his own “disciples” (οἱ μαθηταὶ αὐτοῦ) who came to his aid 

and helped save him from death. And again we read that Paul (now a disciple of Jesus) 

came to Jerusalem to join with the other disciples, but they were afraid of him and didn’t 

believe he was a disciple because of his earlier reputation of arresting disciples of Jesus 

(Acts 9:26). 

Oh yes, Paul understood very well what “discipleship” was and what it meant to 

be a “disciple” of Jesus. For Paul, a follower of Christ “was” a disciple; you can’t have 

one without the other, the two are inseparable. There should be no doubt in anyone’s 

mind about this. If you are a “believer” in Jesus, then you are a “disciple.” This is how 

Paul would have thought. 

In the early church you were more likely referred to as a “follower” of Jesus, a 

“saint” or a “believer” and after a time the title, “People of the Way” began to emerge 

(Acts 9:2). Then later still another title for “believers of Christ” came into being; it 

____________________ 
78 Acts 22:3, Paul speaking, “I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city 

(Jerusalem). Under Gamaliel I was thoroughly trained in the law of our fathers and was just as zealous for 
God as any of you are today.” To sit at the feet of Gamaliel as his disciple would suggest that Paul was a 
young man at the time. Gamaliel was the most honored rabbi of the first century. Possibly he was the 
grandson of Hillel. Paul would have been trained in the ways of the Pharisees. (The NIV Study Bible, 
footnote 22:3, 1689). (See also 5:34-40). 



 

51 
 

carried with it possibly a derogatory connotation. The name “Christian” (a person of/or 

belonging to Christ) was presumably imposed by non-believers when referring to Christ-

followers. The believers’ weren’t even called Christians until the establishment of the 

church in Antioch.79 

What a disciple’s life should look like 

The various terms that are used to identify a person who was a disciple of Jesus 

and a part of Christ’s church, are not as important as what defined them as disciples. 

Paul’s letters to the churches help us understand how he qualifies what the life of a 

disciple should look like. Some of his earlier letters such as Thessalonians (51 A.D.), has 

Paul addressing the people of these churches as “believers'' and “brothers.” He continues 

by urging them to “live lives worthy of God, who calls you into his kingdom and glory” 

(1Thes. 2:12). He explained what was meant by a worthy life and further instructed them 

on how to live to please God through sanctified living. Finally Paul listed for them what 

“holy living” entailed for a “disciple” of Christ and for their involvement in his church. 

He encourages them to “do this more and more” in other words, keep practicing these 

things (4:1-7). 

These various listings, Paul shares concerning how to live your life as a believer 

(disciple), can be found in several of the letters he wrote. In one form or another, they 

appear as indications or benchmarks as to what a disciple’s life should look like; a life 

that is well lived before God and others. Much later in his life and ministry he may have 

____________________ 
79 There’s debate over whether this term “Christian” was derogatory or not. One thing we do know is 

that it was not a name given by Jesus to his followers, and it most likely came from those gentiles outside 
the church but living in Antioch. It’s probable the “powers to be” in Antioch came up with the term to 
distinguish between all the different sects of Judaism as this new group of people who were quite different 
in many ways. So it’s possible it was not derogatory but rather defining. Whichever the case may be the 
church adopted the name as its meaning must have been deemed as appropriate. It only appears twice in 
Acts (Acts 11:26; 26:28) and once in 1 Peter 4:16.  
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collected and combined a listing of these virtues or (literal) “things” from his other letters 

for use in his letter to the believers of the Colossian church shared below for your 

consideration: 

Since then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, 
where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, 
not on earthly things. For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in 
God. When Christ, who is your life appears, then you also will appear with him in 
glory. 

Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual 
immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. Because of 
these, the wrath of God is coming. You used to walk in these ways, in the life you 
once lived. But now you must also rid yourselves of all such things as these: 
anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips. Do not lie to 
each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices and have put 
on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. 
Here there is no Gentile or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, 
Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all. 

Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with 
compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other 
and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive 
as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them 
all together in perfect unity. Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as 
members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful. Let the message 
of Christ dwell within you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all 
wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit, singing to God with 
gratitude in your hearts. And whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all 
in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.”80 
[NIV Bible, italics added for emphasis]. 

Now I turn to certain identifiable characteristics found in the Pauline letters that 

are helpful as we consider the verb “to learn you” other disciples, as Jesus commissioned. 

The first characteristic: a disciple’s life begins with believing in Jesus and 

understanding with mind and heart, his redemptive work on the cross. 

____________________ 
80 This passage for me seems to sum up a good portion of what a life in Jesus, as his disciple, should 

look like. This would be the person who has decided to follow Jesus and is “all-in” for the long haul of 
personal sanctification. It’s like a blueprint for areas of transformation that God through Christ and His 
Holy Spirit would love to help us work on each day of our lives as we journey together in living out a holy 
life of love. This passage is almost a side-by-side reflection of the texts that are found in Paul’s letter to the 
Ephesians (2:6; 4:1-6, 15, 19, 22-25, 29-32; 5:2-6, 19-20).  
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In Paul’s letter to the Romans, Paul was concerned that each believer (disciple) 

had a firm foundation in theology, and Christology, he begins his letter by teaching on 

“righteousness” which only comes from God through faith in Jesus Christ. There is no 

difference, in Jew or Gentile, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and 

all are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus 

(Rom 3:21-24). All people are welcome at the cross and are called to believe in and 

follow Jesus as the only way to obtain true righteousness. 

A second characteristic: all who have heard God’s call and turned to follow 

Christ, become disciples of Jesus and are now called out of a life of exclusiveness 

(Colossians 3:11) and enter into a new life where all human beings are on the same 

playing field in the eyes of God. This is an important characteristic regarding 

discipleship that all need to understand, there is no partiality in the kingdom of God, 

disciples of Jesus come from all walks of life, races, and gender. It goes beyond just 

“understanding” this to “living” it in our thoughts and actions toward one another; Paul 

raises this point in several of his letters. 

A third characteristic: once this new life as a believer/disciple of Jesus has 

occurred it is to be publicly celebrated with other believing disciples and sealed by the 

Holy Spirit’s work in an act of baptism. Paul teaches that “baptism” is the next step/rite 

and action a believer takes to proclaim that a new life has begun and that death to sin is 

the new reality. We rise up (out of the waters of baptism) into newness of life while at the 

same time burying the old life which is now dead to us (Colossians 3:1-3). This dying to 

sin will require some additional teaching so that it may be fully realized and practiced 
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(Romans 6:2-14).81 This same teaching is found in Paul’s second letter to the Corinthian 

church; our old self and way of living has been crucified with Christ and we are freed 

from the body of sin and we become a new person. If you’re in Christ, you’re a new 

creation, the old has gone, the new has come (2 Cor. 5:17). 

A fourth characteristic: this new life, made possible through Jesus, also joins the 

new believer with all other believers’ spiritually and physically, in Christ’s church. This 

involves sharing the love which Christ has filled us with, with others. Jesus told us, “A 

new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one 

another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another” 

(John 13:34-35). Paul echoed this in his letter to the Ephesian church when he said, “Be 

imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children and live a life of love, just as Christ 

loved us and gave himself up for us…” (Ephesians 5:1-2). Disciples are called by Christ 

Jesus to love their fellow disciples and to live a life of love since God is love. Those who 

are not followers of Jesus should see such love in us and know we are children of God 

and disciples of Christ. 

A fifth characteristic: this love we’re called to live in extends itself into the body 

of Christ, being his church, which is made up of disciples who together jointly makeup 

that body. The body of Christ is a critical area Paul addresses in several of his letters. 

Jesus’ disciples are all members with varying functions that make up the body of Christ, 

therefore, don’t think of yourself more highly than you ought. Each member of Christ’s 

____________________ 
81 The Greek word λογίζεσθε which is translated as “count” or “reckon” yourself dead, is a legal term 

that gives us the confidence in knowing that the chains of sin that once held us captive have now been 
disabled and broken. It doesn’t mean we will no longer sin, as the old desires will always be lurking just 
below the surface to rise up in a moment of weakness to pull us down. But it does mean that now, through 
the power of Christ, we have a way out from sin’s bondage. Thus Paul cautions us to be careful and not let 
sin reign over us or try to master us. 
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body “belongs” to all the others; all are needed for the health and well-being of the body. 

(Rom. 12:3-5) (1 Cor. 12:12-27). This love, Paul says, must be sincere. Honor one 

another and be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor others above yourself. 

Share with others in need and practice hospitality. Live in harmony with one another 

(Rom. 12: 9-13). And now I show you the most excellent way, Love. (1 Cor. 13:1-13). 

A sixth characteristic: the celebration of the Eucharist or the Communion of the 

breaking of bread is another critical area that Paul addresses which imposes a need for 

reverence and self-reflection of our state of mind and spirit as it relates to other members 

(disciples) of the body of Christ. Paul cautions us to not profane the body of Christ by not 

recognizing and dealing with issues in the body of Christ before coming to the table of 

the Lord (1 Cor. 11:27-29). It is steeped in love and forgiveness. To approach the table 

and partake of Christ’s love, forgiveness, holy sacrifice and offering which was freely 

bestowed on us by the grace of God; and yet come with bitterness or un-forgiveness 

toward another is to bring condemnation and contempt upon oneself for the damage it 

brings to the others of the Body. 

Matthew records Jesus’ parting words directed to his eleven disciples in the 

“Great Commission,” as words of authority and instruction which set forth the scope of 

their mission. Paul knew about that mission, and was a lead participant in being sent by 

God to the Gentiles. Paul expressed it by saying, we have a mission, and we are called to 

a ministry of reconciliation. We are ambassadors for God in the world to help others find 

God’s reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:18-21). 

Even though Jesus’ words of commission, recorded by Matthew, most likely 

came out after Paul’s letters to the Corinthians, one would infer through oral 
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transmission, Paul would have known of Christ’s commissioning words no matter when 

these documents were written.82 

One thing of certainty in Paul’s ministry (as an ambassador for God in Christ), he 

was a disciple and an apostle of Jesus. He assumed the role of introducing others to Jesus 

and then “learning them” into Jesus in whatever city God led him to. He not only led 

people to Christ to become Jesus’ disciples, but made sure they were also baptized. Then 

he would stay as long as he possible to teach and encourage them in their spiritual 

development. His concern was to ensure their foundation in Christ, and for their on-going 

spiritual development as Jesus’ disciples. So even though the term “disciple” the verb 

form, “to learn you, others” doesn’t appear in any of Paul’s writings, was he a disciple 

and did he teach about discipling? Absolutely, he was a disciple first and then 

transitioned into the role of an Apostle as well. 

Was something lost in the term used for a disciple or learner (Greek noun and 

verb) as the church continued to grow? Hardly, in fact the term’s influence prospered and 

appeared again early in the second century. Ignatius of Antioch, one of the Apostolic 

Fathers and the third Bishop of Antioch, was considered a student of John the Apostle. In 

route to his martyrdom in Rome (c. 108), Ignatius wrote a series of preserved letters 

which are examples of late-1st to early-2nd-century Christian theology.83 One can’t help 

____________________ 
82 Matthew’s date of writing his Gospel has a few options. Some scholars suggest a later writing 

around the early 70’s, but others would put it as early as A.D. 50s during the time of the early church. It 
depends which camp you’re in and if you believe that both Matthew and Luke drew extensively from 
Mark’s Gospel or not. If you go with the earlier writing then it’s possible that Paul’s letters to the 
Corinthian church were shortly before or around the time of Mathew. If the later date, then Paul’s letters 
would have come out before Matthew’s Gospel account. 

83 Ignatius of Antioch; c. 35 AD – c. 108/140 AD, also known as Ignatius Theophorus (the God-
bearing) or Ignatius Nurono (lit. The fire-bearer), was an early Christian writer and bishop of Antioch. 
While en route to Rome, where he met his martyrdom, Ignatius wrote a series of letters. This 
correspondence now forms a central part of the later collection known as the Apostolic Fathers, of which he 
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but wonder what sort of influence the Apostle Paul may have also had on his work when 

you consider the language he uses in his writings. 

As a side note, one of my professors shared this insight with me concerning the 

person and work of Ignatius and the influence that Paul may have had on Ignatius’ life 

and written work. He said about Ignatius, 

“Following in the spirit of Paul, He famously coined the phrase christomathia, 

meaning “Christ-learner.” That imbibes and conveys very strongly the learner meaning of 

being a disciple. So the portrait of a gradual diminishment of the disciple word and 

concept in the early church has to reckon with ways like this that the concept was not 

being lost but was powerfully present in the early church’s vision.”84 

I suppose you could say that Paul “went” and as he “was going” he “learned” 

others of Jesus from all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 

and of the Holy Spirit, and he “taught” them to obey everything that Jesus had 

commanded his disciples to do. And it goes without saying that Jesus surely was with 

him, always, even to the very end of his life! 

  

____________________ 
is considered one of the three chief ones together with Pope Clement I and Polycarp. His letters also serve 
as an example of early Christian theology (Ignatius of Antioch, From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia). 

84 This insight was shared with me by Dr.George Hunsberger, Professor of Missiology (Western 
Theological Seminary) who was a reader and questioned me at my dissertation defense.  
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Section 3: What is the Importance of Jesus’ Final Words to his Disciples? 

Overview 

The text of focus is found in chapter 28 verses 16-20 of Matthew’s gospel. 

Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had told 
them to go. When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. Then 
Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given 
to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey 
everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very 
end of the age. (NIV). 

Although there are accounts of similar content in all of the four gospels, 

Matthew’s Gospel is the one most referred to that records Jesus’ final words to his then 

eleven disciples. Matthew invites us to listen in to what Jesus said in his final commands 

delivered to his disciples at an arranged location previously agreed upon. It was delivered 

with such authority and clarity that it has been tagged by someone, somewhere, who has 

been lost in history, as The Great Commission.85 These words or instruction to the 

disciples coupled with the authority of Jesus would launch them into furthering his 

mission, and now theirs, to the world. 

Within this text Jesus makes it clear that he is issuing this mission and ministry 

under his authority to do so.86 What began with his call and choosing of a small group of 

apprentice/ disciples to come and “Follow me,” now concludes with a command “to go.” 

These disciples, having spent three years under Jesus’ teaching, are now deemed 

ready by him to take what they learned and bring it to the world. Jesus sends them out 

____________________ 
85 Luz, Davies & Allison, and Bruner all point out the emphasis on the “alls” which as Bruner suggests, 

lends itself well to calling this the “Great Commission.” It may have been tagged by the Dutch theologian 
Adrian Saravia (1950), but it may have come even earlier from the 16th century. 

86 There is speculation that Matthew didn’t record these final concluding words, that they were added 
later as a liturgical tradition of the church by another author. Luz thinks that it could be possible but 
believes that it was Matthew who first wrote Jesus’ concluding words from elements in his own gospel, 
617. My thought is that since Matthew uses “triplicate” listings throughout his gospel, this is just one more 
triplicate to conclude his work. 
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with a mission that includes three areas of concern: disciple all nations, baptize them, and 

teach them. He didn’t send them out empty handed; they had received a good education 

under their Master’s example, teaching, instruction, and now his assurance came as the 

icing on the mission. What was the Lord’s intention (plan) for this small band of brothers 

sent out into a big and often hostile world? What was the underlying goal for the action 

that was contained in Jesus’ commissioning instructions? What was unique in this new 

adventure they were being commissioned to do? 

The authority of Jesus’ commission is dispersed on a mountain 

Matthew tells us that the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to a mountain where 

Jesus had already told them to meet him.87 Some commentators have differing opinions 

as to whether it was a physical mountain or just a symbolic theological metaphor to 

which Jesus had summoned his disciples. God had given several revelations to his people 

from mountain tops with Mount Sinai possibly being the most remembered one; the 

giving of the Law to Moses. In Matthew’s gospel, whether it was a literal mountain or 

symbolic one is really not all that important. What is of importance is what Jesus said 

rather than where it was said. It all focuses on authority and Jesus is the one who holds 

and disperses this authority. 

____________________ 
87 Matthew doesn’t record a conversation (not that there wasn’t one) between the disciples and Jesus as 

to which mountain they were to meet him at in Galilee. This information came by way of the angel that 
rolled away the stone from Jesus tomb. He told the women who had come to the tomb to tell his disciples 
that he (Jesus) has gone ahead into Galilee and that they will see him there (28:5-7). Then Jesus appears to 
the women and repeats what the angel had already told them (v.9-10). Mountains have figured prominently 
at least six different times in this Gospel. Ever since Sinai, mountains have been the classic loci of the 
Lord’s great revelations. Bruner states “Matthew’s Jesus, the new and better Moses, the Messiah-interpreter 
of God’s law, will now give the church her final orders from the Mission Mountain.” Bruner asks, “Is it an 
actual place or a theological symbol?” Some like Davies see it as theological symbol but Bruner has no 
problems seeing it as an actual mountain. Others see it as referring back to mountains in general where God 
revealed revelations. Bruner suggests that it refers back to the Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus gave his 
Sermon of Commands, 806-7.  
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Authority grants one the power or right to give orders, make decisions, and 

enforce obedience of others. It is something that is bestowed upon a person (or group) by 

someone else with a higher authority to empower that individual or group to carry out 

their assignments. We have seen Jesus give this authority to his disciples just before 

sending them out to minister from town to town, which was followed by detailed 

instruction (Matt 10:1, 5). Now we see it again in the Great Commission. 

There is a significant difference to note between these two occurrences. In the 

Matthew 10 passages, the disciples were given authority by Jesus to perform certain tasks 

of ministry such as: power to drive out evil spirits, heal every disease and sickness. After 

receiving his authority Jesus gives them a list of instructions to follow in their ministering 

to others. In the Matthew 28 passages, Jesus makes it very clear that the authority he is 

now passing onto them has been bestowed or given to him by his Father. He says “All 

authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.”88 This provides the base of 

empowerment, confidence, and stamp of approval the initial disciples needed to hear for 

the task to which they were being called. It also reaches down to all others who would 

hear the call to follow Jesus Great Commission with the same power and authority that 

moved the original disciples into action. 

Another significant difference can also be noted. Instead of ministering to just the 

people of Jewish ethnicity, they have been given a command from the One with all 

authority to go and this time their mission radically changes. They are commissioned and 

sent out to: “learn disciples” “baptize disciples” and “teach disciples” and most 

____________________ 
88 Davies and Allison note that Jesus in these passages of the Great Commission, is already exercising 

his Lordship as God’s Son – not waiting for his glorious arrival as judge and king, Jesus is ruler of all. And 
the mission now is to all the world which “terminates the prohibition” of Matt 10:5-6. (688-89).  
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importantly they are to bring this to the entire world, to all peoples; literally to all nations. 

There really isn’t any other instruction given but this triplicate assignment. 

Interestingly, Matthew tells us that even after they saw him and worshiped him, 

some doubted. Jesus doesn’t scold them for their doubt or lack of faith as he had done 

more than once in the past.89 Davies and Allison suggest that this lends itself to 

addressing doubt among Christians; even his close disciples are not immune from times 

of doubt.90 

If their doubt had anything to do with Jesus’ physical appearance being less than 

the dazzling white-light as in his transfiguration, there is no evidence of it anywhere in 

this passage. Davies and Allison point out that Matthew is more concerned with Jesus’ 

Words rather than any post resurrection appearance becoming the focus of attention and 

importance.91 Bruner agrees with Davies, that the Word of Jesus, his verbal revelation is 

of central and prominent focus, not Jesus’ physical presence and appearance.92 Plus 

Bruner reminds us that God had already “authorized” Jesus at his transfiguration when he 

spoke to the disciples who were present and said, “…Listen to him” (Matt 17:5). All 

____________________ 
89 Maybe Jesus skips over any rebuke and moves his disciples quickly into his authority as a reminder 

as to what took place earlier when he sent them out to minister (Matt 10:1). After he called his disciples 
together he “gave them authority” and this was the basis for their successful ministry to the people. This 
was important that they recognize who is sending them out and they are being sent out with his authority. 
Bruner suggests that maybe even all of them doubted! Doubt after all is a part of the Christian’s experience. 
But then how could they worship and yet doubt? Davies, Luz, and others say, “All worshipped, some 
doubted.” Bruner, because of the grammatical text would agree, “some doubted” and he comments further 
in saying, “Matthew tells his church that the structure of Christian faith and life is bipolar: disciples live 
their lives between worship and doubt” that “All disciples experience this bipolarity, and it is not healthy to 
deny it.” The good news, as he puts it, is that in The Great Commission Jesus addresses and uses exactly 
such worshipping-doubting disciples to carry on his work in this world. So Jesus neither rebuked them for 
their doubt nor offered to correct their thinking…he simply overlooks it and instead teaches them that they 
will win the war by obeying his commands! “Worship and doubt can and do coexist.”(Bruner, 810).  

90 Davies & Allison, 688-89.  
91 Ibid., 688-89. 
92 There is no visible glory recorded here; no report of the disciple’s great joy at seeing him again. It is 

what he says, his teaching that is all important. (Bruner, 808.) 
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three of the commentators stressed that Jesus’ words are more important than any kind of 

supernatural physical appearance. 

Matthew, in the way he chose to record this parting event, must have certainly felt 

this to be true as well. It highlights, for all disciples of Jesus, there will be times of doubt 

in our life, but not to let it hinder our efforts in pursuing the goal. 

Jesus’ commission: make disciples or more accurately, learn others about Jesus 

Next I turn my attention to the imperative command that Jesus gave to his 

disciples which included two participial clauses.93 Each one will be examined in the order 

as it was listed by Matthew as there seems to be significance to the progression of 

actions. 

A reminder, let it be said that the Greek language does not fit with the modern 

English translation to “make” disciples. That in effect changes the verb “disciple” into a 

noun, “to make disciples” and the word “make” is not in the original text. At the top of 

the list is the imperative (command) of Jesus which is calling his disciples to be about the 

business of “learning” others as disciples (teaching them, training them).94 To reiterate, 

disciples of Jesus (whether the original twelve or others who would come after) are, first 

and foremost, to be teachers, you could even say mentors which perhaps comes closer to 

the methodology of “learning others.” All new converts would need to be brought up to 

speed as to what believers must know and do to be a follower/disciple of Jesus. In some 

sense of the word, the more mature disciple now becomes a mentor-discipler of the new 

disciple. Educating the new disciple in Christ and his ways becomes a high priority, but 
____________________ 

93 Bruner references four discrete verbal commands: move out, disciple, baptize, and teach (815). 
Whereas Luz (615), Davies & Allison (688) reference just three imperatives. Bruner understands the “move 
out” to be their “marching orders.” There is actually only one “imperative” verb used in this text and it is 
literally “disciple” and two participial clauses, to baptize and to teach. The verb “disciple” occurs three 
times in Mt (13:52, 27:57, and 28:19), once in Acts (14:21), and nowhere else in the NT. 

94 To “learn” a person has a much deeper and broader meaning than just “teaching” a person. 
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these new disciples are not to be considered as the disciples of the discipler, but rather are 

pointed to Jesus as being his disciples. He is their Master and Lord and they owe their 

allegiance and obedience to him and him alone. 

This commissioning to discipling was not just to be taken locally or to be just for 

the house of Israel. Jesus’ own ministry did that. They were now being called and sent by 

Jesus to make disciples of all nations (Jesus’ way of saying “the Gentiles.” The task and 

ministry took on a whole new global dimension, one that would reach out to all people 

groups from all ethnic backgrounds in the entire world. Disciples were the vehicle of the 

continuing mission, and world outreach was the missional goal until the Lord’s return. 

Jesus could have told them to go make more synagogues or churches as the way to beef-

up his new first century church, but Matthew says Jesus’ plan was to make disciples 

much like he did with them.95 

There were no step-by-step methodological instructions given by Jesus in the 

Great Commission to guide them in how they should go about learning disciples. There 

really wasn’t a need to since he had already modeled and brought them through a three 

year intensive course of what disciple development looked like. They would just need to 

duplicate, to some extent, what their experience was like with Jesus. Perhaps Matthew 

was dropping breadcrumbs for us to follow which brings us to the culmination of the 

verbal language that Jesus used in his commissioning. This verbal form of “disciple” was 

used two other times previously in his gospel.96 

____________________ 
95 In Mike Breen’s book, Building A Discipling Culture, (South Carolina: 3 Dimension Ministries, 

2011), 11, I can’t help but think of what he said, “Effective discipleship builds the church, not the other 
way around. If you set out to build the church, there is no guarantee you will make disciples. If you make 
disciples, you always get the church. This is a profound statement. 

96 Joseph of Arimathea “had been discipled (learned) to Christ” (Mt 27:57), and Jesus refers to 
educated scribes that “have been discipled (learned, trained) to the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 13:52). 
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If we want to look at what the content of such a “course” might contain, Bruner 

suggests that what makes disciples is Jesus’ Word.97 It’s the Lord’s Word that motivates 

and calls us with power from within to drop our preoccupations and follow him and 

become his lifetime students. It’s not a three year crash course of discipleship Jesus is 

calling his disciples’ to recreate, but rather a life long journey with Jesus as his devoted 

disciples. Bruner states that the disciple is to become like his teacher, quoting what Jesus 

said in Matthew 10:25.98 It is a lifetime journey. 

Davies and Allison sum up their thoughts concerning the making of disciples 

today by stating, “Our conclusion is that this [Matthew’s account of Jesus’ training] is a 

time of historicizing the earthly Jesus and his call to those first disciples and not to be 

repeated for today’s disciples.” For us to try and duplicate what Jesus did, whether it be a 

model a rabbi had used, or a methodology intended for developing a mature disciple, is 

not the wave for riding to make disciples today. I agree to some extent with their 

conclusion, but not entirely. It seems to me that we can learn from Jesus’ teaching skills 

and practices. This will be addressed in greater detail later in this work. For now, suffice 

it to say that Jesus did what was significantly related to the culture of his day, employing 

rabbinic customary practices and relationships that existed between a rabbi and his 

disciple. Trying to duplicate that in today’s culture, though, would most likely be a 

mistake. 

Luz, in the sequencing of these three mandates, states that the number one goal is 

to “make disciples” (the imperative), and one goes about “doing this” by “baptizing” and 

____________________ 
97 Bruner, Vol. 1, 144. 
98 Ibid., 144-45.  
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“teaching” which he points out are the two participial clauses.99 This is a good segue for 

moving into the next mandate of baptizing. 

Baptizing disciples 

The first way to fulfill the mandate to “disciple” is to baptize new disciples in the 

name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Davies and Allison note that the 

call to discipleship brings the disciple to the larger community of believers and now the 

act of baptism serves as the entrance into this larger community.100 This should be 

recognized as more than just an entrance into the larger community of believers; it’s an 

act of obedience and a statement of faith, pointing to the work of Christ Jesus in the life 

of the one being baptized. It is also a testimony of profession and allegiance to Jesus as 

Lord which is made publically as a witness to the other disciples in the community. And 

even if the community is small in witness, as in the case of the Ethiopian being baptized 

by Philip in the desert, it’s still an important act. For the Ethiopian, it was not just a 

testimony to Philip but also to those who were accompanying the Ethiopian who were 

outside the community of believers’.101 

There was a formulary that went along with the baptism. The disciples were to 

administer the water baptism to the new disciple and proclaim that they were being 

baptized “In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Luz (436), as 

well as Davies and Allison (688), are struck with the “Christological concentration” in 

which Jesus is now being referred to as the “Son of God” in the Trinitarian baptismal 

formula, when he had been calling himself, the Son of Man, (some forty times) 
____________________ 

99 Luz, (617). 
100 Davies & Allison, (688). 
101 Acts 8:26-39. I find it interesting that it was the Ethiopian eunuch who saw the water and asked 

Philip, “Why shouldn’t I be baptized?” It’s not recorded as such, but can’t you hear Philip’s reply, “You 
should!” The chariot was ordered to a stop, and Philip baptized him right there on the spot in the available 
water. 
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throughout Matthew’s gospel.102 The “Son of Man” referred back to an OT passage found 

in Daniel where the title “Son of Man” referred to the coming work of Messiah (Daniel 

7:13-14). Matthew also left hints connecting Jesus’ mission back to Abraham and his 

mission to all nations.103 Jesus was/is the Messiah, the very Son of God, with all 

authority; he is the Lord of all. 

The disciples’ mission wouldn’t be complete without the second way to fulfill the 

mandate to disciple, which was to “teach.” This action is necessary for the passing on of 

information and for the training of the new believers who will be in need of learning what 

was/is necessary for them to know and do as disciples of Jesus. 

Teaching disciples 

One of the best ways to pass on instructions to others is through teaching. There is 

much for a new disciple of Christ to learn. As they begin their new life in Jesus, they will 

need to learn how to mature in their faith. And just as important, they will also need to 

reach an understanding of what it means to live out their lives in fellowship with other 

disciples. We know the vehicle to be used is teaching which is to be disseminated by the 

more mature disciples. The “content” of their teaching would be based on Jesus' 

command: “Teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you.”   

As far as “Teaching them to obey everything…” that Jesus commanded, Davies 

and Allison suggest that we as his disciples are to teach what he has taught, not just from 

____________________ 
102 Luz (436), Davies and Allison (688). 
103 Jesus referred to himself as the Son of Man several times but never as the Son of God. Daniel 7:13-

14, “In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds 
of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence. He was given authority, glory 
and sovereign power; all nations and peoples of every language worshiped him. His dominion is an 
everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed.” Bruner 
(808), suggests that Daniel 7:14 is the reason for Matthew’s extensive use of “Son of Man” in his gospel. In 
Matt 1:1 Jesus is listed in the genealogy as the son of David, the son of Abraham. Abraham was blessed to 
be a blessing and “all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” Abraham was blessed (with many 
decedents) to be a blessing to the world, this was his mission. (see Gen.12: 3).   
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the Sermon on the Mount, or one command of his, but to all of Jesus’ teachings, which 

would include imperatives, proverbs, blessings, parables, and prophecies. They also add 

that as disciples enter the community through baptism, they move on to finally learn 

instruction with a view towards obedience.104 

Bruner helps us understand the term “disciple” (μαθητεύσατε) and notes that 

usual missionary terms such as “preach,” “convert,” “win,” are not suggested here, but 

rather a slower, owner-profile verb is used, an almost scholastic, schoolish word, 

“disciple.” To disciple (verb) means “to make students of,” “bring to school,” “educate” 

or in modern English terms, “to mentor,” “to apprentice.” It’s an educational process 

rather than an evangelistic presentation, a school environment more than a revival 

meeting. The word is more relaxed and pictures “working with people over a period of 

time in the simple educational process of teaching Jesus.”105 

Before leaving this last component on teaching, I reference Bruner’s summary on 

Jesus’ initiatives given to his disciples. He identifies two ways that the disciples are to 

disciple others in a more practical approach and application: 

1) Bring people in all nations into the school of discipleship. Disciples are to 

move out to live and talk with people until they believe and seek baptism into the triune 

God. It is Christian evangelism that brings people to discipleship; and then, 

2) Disciples live and talk with people in such a way that they teach them all Jesus’ 

commands- that is Christian education that keeps people in discipleship. These ones, 

____________________ 
104 Davies & Allison, (688). 
105 Bruner, Vol.2, 815, 16). 
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disciples who live in obedience to Jesus’ mission (and them only) are the persons 

promised the constantly empowering presence of the Cosmocrator.106 

There is a direct correlation between the mandate to “disciple” (learn others) and 

the last verbal participle “to teach” that is easy to miss. To “teach” (Greek, didasko) has 

to do with the more deliberate giving of instruction, whereas, “disciple” is so much more: 

learn them into Jesus, to become like him, live like him, dedicate oneself to him, which 

includes didaskalos (teaching) but so much more depth. Learning is deeper than teaching. 

You can teach, but if there is no life-changing behavior or change in thought patterns, 

then learning hasn’t occurred! 

And this provides a good lead into the next important aspect of Jesus’ Great 

Commission. Jesus presents his disciples with a very important and potentially life-

changing statement; one that if taken to heart carries with it significant impact on the life 

it seeks to touch. 

Jesus’ assurance and promise 

It was not unlike Jesus to come alongside people who were stressed out, tired, 

beaten down, discouraged, confused or depressed and bring words of comfort to reassure 

them that it will be okay. And such was the case after issuing his disciples these 

directives. The task was enormous; the disciples at this time were few. I wonder if Jesus 

knew (as he did with so many others) that his small band of disciples might be feeling 

anxious about this sending out; a bit helpless or over-challenged and overwhelmed, not 

ready for such a world-wide mission. Maybe even a tinge of fear had gripped their hearts 

in what may have seemed to them an impossible mission, a mountain too big to get over. 

____________________ 
106 Bruner, Vol. 2, 804-05. 
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Jesus offered his disciples these words of comfort, when he said to them, “And 

surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”107 If this did have something to 

do with how they were feeling at the moment we really can’t say. It’s more probable that 

Jesus spoke these words to remind and encourage them that the gift of the Holy Spirit 

was still to come as promised by God. The promise was the Holy Spirit would not only 

come upon them but also live within them after Jesus had physically departed from their 

presence.108 Perhaps Jesus’ words included a little bit of both, encouragement and 

comfort. If nothing else, it strongly declared that since Jesus was alive and well (which is 

what he had been telling them would happen all along), there was no need for him to 

have made rabbis of his disciples. Nor were his disciples to see themselves as rabbis, as 

he would always remain the Lord and Master and chief rabbi of all his disciples past, 

present, and future. His promise of abiding presence clearly speaks to that fact. This 

abiding in him and him in us would secure a relationship that would insure us of his 

presence for guidance, protection, and power until the end of time. 

As Bruner has stated, those disciples who live in obedience to Jesus’ mission are 

the persons promised the constantly empowering presence of God. Davies and Allison 

add that Jesus saying, “I Am with you always”…reveals that he is always with his 

people. The result is that the believing audience and the ever-living Son of God become 

intimate. The Jesus who commands difficult obedience is at the same time an ever-

graceful divine presence.109 

____________________ 
107 I like how Eugene Peterson worded it in The Message, “I’ll be with you as you do this, day after 

day after day, right up to the end of the age.” (Matt 28:20b). 
108 (see Luke 24:49; John 14:15-18; 16:7; Acts 1:4-5,8; 2:4) 
109 Davies & Allison, 688-89. 
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Luz comments on Jesus’ promise by noting that it is held together by the 

attributive “all” (πᾶσα): all authority, all nations, all that I have commanded, all the days 

(always).110 

Jesus’ words of assurance and promise, was the shot in the arm they needed, the 

vote of confidence that as his disciples, they could do this. It was a comforting reminder 

that they were not in this alone, they had each other, and now they had His promise that 

he would be with them, always, in all that he was sending them out to do. 

The commissioning to be missional is “cross cultural” in nature 

Many scholars have suggested that Matthew’s Great Commission was more of a 

“summary” of all that was said earlier in his gospel. This may be so and has several valid 

points to support this view. However, the statement of missional outreach made by Jesus 

would need to be a summary not just of Matthew’s gospel, but also one that extends back 

to earlier days of OT history; to a promise made to Abram by God. It stands to reason, 

that if these disciples were commissioned by Jesus and called to multiply and make more 

disciples from all nations, that it would involve a cross cultural endeavor. The reference 

to ‘all the nations’ (πάντα τὰ ἔθνη), as noted by Davies and Allison, overrides the earlier 

prohibition in 10:5–6 and opens up afresh the promise made to Abram in Genesis 12:1-3; 

18:18 and 22:18. God promised him that He would make his name great and that he will 

be a blessing…and that all peoples on earth will be blessed through him (Gen. 12:2-3) 

(18:18-19). Also, Jesus would have been fully aware of Isaiah’s prophetic words found in 

the second of what is known as the “Servant Songs” (Is.49:6-7), which is sometimes 

referred to as the “great commission of the OT.” God always makes good on His 

____________________ 
110 Luz, 615. 
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promises, and Jesus was the fulfillment of one of them going back to the “Father of all 

nations.” 

As the first century church was flourishing it was also bringing the good news of 

the gospel and the kingdom of God from Jerusalem, Judea, and Samaria, to various other 

nations around the world. What implications are there to consider as it concerns 

discipleship and ecclesiology in a cross-cultural setting? 

Even though today’s world is more connected through technology than any other 

time in human history, the culture found in different parts of the world can be completely 

different from one place to the next. This has implications as to how the gospel might 

best be presented, not only for the first century church, but for the twenty-first century 

church as well. 

We will observe some changes that occurred from the time of Matthew’s gospel 

account to the book of Acts in the next section. 

In Matthew’s recording of this empowering commissioning by Jesus (which was 

given to his disciples and all disciples to follow, he gives us a small glimpse back over 

Jesus’ life, ministry, and mission while he walked this earth. But perhaps even more 

importantly he gives us a huge forward look at what the next era of the risen Lord and 

His Church might look like as we reach toward the end of the age, and the rest of the 

story. 
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Section 4: What Are the Ecclesiological Implications for Disciples and 
Discipling That Occurred in Matthew’s Gospel to the Early Church 

Development in Acts? 

Overview 

There were changes concerning disciples and their training that occurred from 

Matthew’s gospel account and what we start seeing in the Book of Acts. Some of the 

changes are very obvious while others are not. It’s debatable if Matthew’s gospel was 

written before or after the Book of Acts, so it may be worthwhile to take a look at the 

possible chronological order, as it concerns these changes in disciples, their spiritual 

development, and call to mission. 

The dating of Matthew 

There are a couple of possibilities as to the dating of Matthew’s gospel and the 

Book of Acts. Most commentators agree that there doesn’t seem to be any rigidly 

followed chronological order in any of the Gospel accounts. However the Synoptic 

Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) follow the closest as far as information contained in 

their accounts are concerned.111 John’s Gospel is a bit more original in content and style, 

thus not included in the Synoptic Gospels. To confuse the matter even more is the dating 

of the gospels and that would depend on which camp you follow as to who wrote first 

and who gleaned material from the other accounts.112 

____________________ 
111 The NIV Study Bible states that if you do a mathematical comparison of the Synoptic Gospels, 

you’ll find that 91 percent of Mark’s Gospel is contained in Matthew, while 53 percent of Mark is found in 
Luke. The most common view is that the Gospel of Mark and a hypothetical document referred to as “Q” 
were used by Matthew and Luke as sources for most of what is included in their Gospels. Another view 
suggests that Mark and Luke drew from Matthew as their main source. (p.1437) 

112 There are two commonly held assumptions, Assumption A. If you agree that Matthew and Luke 
used Mark as their main source then there are two views commonly held for dating: View #1: Mark was 
written in the early 50s or 60s, Matthew was written in the late 50s or 60s, and then Luke was written 
between 59-63. View #2: Mark was written 65-70 AD, Matthew was written in the 70s, and Luke also in 
the 70s. Assumption B, Matthew and Luke did not use Mark as a source. View #1: Mark could have been 
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Dale Bruner raises an interesting question concerning Matthew’s recording of the 

Great Commission. He asks, “If this international command was to reach out to all the 

world, why did it take fifteen chapters of Acts to teach the church to be international?”113   

In another twist, several commentators, noted by Dale Bruner suggest that this 

“commission” was “in the Lord” rather than “of the Lord,” meaning these words were not 

actually spoken to the disciples by Jesus but could be regarded as the expressions of truth 

learned by the church as a result of the Lord’s Resurrection and post resurrection teaching 

on which rests its faith. Bruner states, “This would help in possibly understanding why 

the primitive church knew nothing of Jesus’ Commission.” A further thought that may 

add support to Bruner’s statement, is what appears in Mark’s gospel. The book ends with 

a send-off of similar commissioning by Jesus to his disciples, but most reliable early 

manuscripts do not contain this passage of scripture.114 

Another explanation for the (assumed) “late recognition of the Great Commission 

in Acts” was that it was written around the same time or even after Matthew’s gospel?115 

Perhaps, the question Bruner raises, concerning confusion over chronological dating and 

the narrative time-lines, may not be all that complex of an issue. By taking into 

consideration, that the dates at which events happened in the church (in real time) and the 

dates at which these accounts were written down and distributed may play an added role 

into the equation. 

____________________ 
written anytime between 50 and 70. View #2: Mark written 65-70, then Matthew was written early 50s, and 
Luke was written 59-63.   

113 Bruner, (810). But on the other side of the coin, and to be fair, one cannot assume that Matthew’s 
“great commission” was unknown by Christians until they read it in his book. 

114 Mark 16:9-20, does not appear in any of the important, early and reliable manuscripts. This section 
of text is noted in footnotes or comments with similar verbiage in several Bible translations. 

115 This could be challenged as some scholars have placed the writing of Acts as late as 80-85. Much 
later dating of 105-130, as suggested by some, would not have Luke as the author so I doubt that later 
dating is correct. 
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As I grappled with this issue, Dr. James Brownson, a professor of New Testament 

at Western Theological Seminary, advised that almost all scholars agree that Luke has not 

been read by Matthew, regardless of when you date the two documents. Both rely 

independently on Mark for their information as well as the Q source.116 As for me, I will 

plant my stake in this older and established school of thought that as suggested, both 

writers relied on Mark, the Q source, and their own material, such as Matthew’s 

commissioning of the disciples by Jesus. 

Even with all the analysis and suggested possibilities, this is most likely a 

question that won’t be resolved to any high degree of satisfaction, so I move on now to 

explore the more important changes of disciples and discipleship as experienced in the 

early church. 

In the Book of Acts, which is part two of Luke’s Gospel account, we have the 

record of the transition period from post-resurrection to the beginnings of the early 

church and its spread from Jerusalem into the surrounding world. The focus begins with 

Jesus’ eleven disciples, distinguished as his Apostles and noted as such in verse 2 as the 

book opens.117 Since Matthew’s focus is on “disciples,” the term apostle (ἀπόστολος) 

occurs nowhere else in his gospel other than once in chapter ten and verse two. But even 

here he begins this passage of scripture in verse one with, “And he called to him his 

____________________ 
116 Dr. James V. Brownson, James and Dean Cook Professor of New Testament, Western Theological 

Seminary, Holland, Michigan. The Q source (was a lost collection of Jesus’ sayings) proposed as a theory 
in working with the first three synoptic Gospels over similarities and differences. It was suggested that two 
basic sources were Mark and an additional hypothetical source “Q” which were both used by Matthew and 
Luke in their gospel accounts. This Q source underwent some modification as other theories arose. 
Although no independent evidence for the hypothetical Q source has ever been produced, it is still accepted 
by most scholars today. Donald Guthrie, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, “Source Theories” Vol.1, 
445). (Carson, Moo, and Morris, an Introduction to the New Testament, 31. (see footnote 104)  

117 Acts 1:2, Jesus has been “taken up into heaven” and now continues to bring instruction to his 
apostles through the Holy Spirit. Then it flashes back to Jesus’ appearing to these apostles over a forty day 
period, sharing more instruction with them before issuing them a command involving the Father’s promised 
gift, and enabling power.  
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twelve disciples and gave them authority…” and then in verse two Matthew names the 

twelve disciples, designating them as apostles. It is only used twice in Mark’s Gospel, 

Luke, uses the term six times, five of which are direct reference to the twelve, and the 

term is not to be found in John’s Gospel.118 It's more regularly used in Acts and Paul’s 

epistles. 

Luz comments that as far as it concerns “disciples” or “apostles,” the early church 

is seen relating more to disciples than apostles, who had already become at the time of 

Matthew’s writing a thing of the past.119 Many of the apostles had been martyred early on 

with John (according to tradition) being the only exception who may have died a natural 

death of old age. Nevertheless, the Apostles' work must not be seen as unimportant in the 

formation of the early church, even if Matthew doesn’t develop it beyond just identifying 

the twelve disciples as Apostles. Both Mark and Luke’s Gospels collaborate and add 

strength to the importance of the Apostles.120 It must be understood that Matthew had a 

different focus, he devoted himself to the disciples' development. 

It’s important to realize that the specialized work of these initial Apostles (with a 

few exceptions), ended as their lives drew to a close, but not so, with the continuing 

mission of discipleship development. The Apostles were all disciples, but not all 

disciples were Apostles. 

A significant change for the eleven disciples (apostles) of Jesus occurred in the 

transitional period of Jesus’ bodily departing and his command for them to remain in 

Jerusalem until the Father’s gift of the Holy Spirit had been given. This change for them 

____________________ 
118 The Greek word for apostle occurs in Matt 10:2, Mark 3:14, 6:30, and Luke 6:13, with the vast 

majority of these occurrences found in Luke-Acts (34). 
119 Luz, (109). 
120 Mark 3:13-19, Luke 6:12-16.  
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and many other disciples who were also followers of Jesus meant that they would no 

longer have their flesh and blood, Master and Lord, to guide and instruct them on what to 

do. What they needed to learn and experience is that communication and presence with 

the Father and Son, would now be made possible through this gift of the Spirit.121 The 

giving of the Holy Spirit would bring both joy and power; however, it would only be 

given to them after the Lord physically left them. This power and joy of the Holy Spirit 

would not only come upon them, but would now be living within them and all other 

disciples who would follow after them. This is exactly what occurred in Jerusalem on the 

50th day following the Sabbath of Passover week. On Pentecost, the Holy Spirit was 

given, and the power was experienced by all who saw and heard that day, both disciples 

and visitors to Jerusalem. The Holy Spirit’s infilling was so powerful, around three 

thousand became followers of Jesus that day. This unexpected mass increase in their 

ranks probably brought great joy, but it must have been somewhat unsettling and possibly 

sent the disciples’ heads spinning as they were being thrust right into the work of making 

(learning) disciples. 

As the mission continues we see the new disciples devoting themselves to 

learning from the apostles and enjoying the benefit and responsibility of fellowship and 

worship.122 The training and instruction that was necessary for the new believers to 

receive was coming to them through the teaching of the Apostles. But this was not the 

only fulfillment that was being addressed, they were also busy conducting the out-reach 

mission that Jesus had commissioned them to do. Everything seemed to be in full swing, 

____________________ 
121 See: Acts 1:4-5, 6-9; 2:1-4; John 14:16-17. 
122 See: Acts 2:42-42. 
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“And every day in the temple and from house to house, they did not cease teaching and 

preaching Jesus as the Christ” (Acts 5:42). 

More than once they had to make decisions on how to best handle situations that 

arose in the fellowship or church communal experience. This was different from anything 

they had previously learned from Jesus, at least in the area of “How to do church 

administration and management.”123 This was new territory for them and they would be 

learning how to handle such things that arose. Through their prayers the Holy Spirit 

would guide them and bring them the wisdom and knowledge needed to resolve each 

situation. 

More and more disciples were being added to the church on a daily basis as the 

church advances beyond the day of Pentecost. The references in Acts are frequently being 

noted as the church experienced a time of rapid growth: 

“Those who accepted his message were baptized, and about three thousand were 

added to their number that day.” “And the Lord added to their number daily those who 

were being saved.” “But many who heard the message believed; so the number of men 

who believed grew to about five thousand.” “Nevertheless, more and more men and 

women believed in the Lord and were added to their number.” “So the word of God 

spread. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased rapidly, and a large number of 

priests became obedient to the faith.”124 

It should be noted that these new disciples would all appear to be of Jewish 

ethnicity. The Gospel doesn’t seem to be openly proclaimed to the Gentiles until 

____________________ 
123 In Acts, there was the issue of fair distribution of food as they assembled (Acts 6:1-2), and over 

some issues of giving or holding back from God (5:1-11). Some of Paul’s Epistles discuss church issues as 
well.  

124 See: Acts 2:41, 47; 4:4, 5:14, and 6:7. 
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sometime after Peter’s vision recorded in chapter ten of Acts.125 Up until then, the only 

Gentile converts were Nicolaus, a proselyte of Antioch, who served in the Jerusalem 

church (6:5), and the Ethiopian eunuch (8:26ff), causing some to wonder what happened 

to the Great Commission in Matthew to bring salvation to all nations? We are not 

privileged to a timeline that Jesus may have had in mind for the complete unfolding of the 

Great Commission, so a short lag in time should not be thought of as unusual in the 

mission of world outreach. What is strange to hear is the astonishment of Peter and his 

fellow brothers and travelers to Caesarea when the Gentiles, who heard Peter’s message, 

received the Holy Spirit. These Gentiles had been given the gift of the Holy Spirit just as 

the Jewish converts had experienced. Now you would have thought that they, who 

personally heard Jesus’ commission would have been anticipating such a thing as their 

mission extended out beyond Jerusalem. 

This was a huge turning point for the church. Now the Gentiles were receiving 

and embracing the Good News, and also receiving the Holy Spirit. Peter had to defend 

this experience when he returned to the Jerusalem church. “When they heard these things, 

they fell silent. And they glorified God, saying, ‘Then to the Gentiles also God has 

granted repentance that leads to life’ ” (Acts 11:18). 

Persecution was possibly the greatest factor for the spread of the Gospel moving 

outward from Jerusalem and beginning to reach into “all the world” (Acts 8:1). It begins 

in chapter eight of Acts and is again noted in chapter eleven, which is the reason cited for 

____________________ 
125 See Acts chapter 10:44-48, and 11:18. 
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the Gospel being brought to Antioch. It was here that the church began using the name 

“Christian” to refer to themselves as a church and as followers of Christ.126 

To conclude, the objective to make disciples continued to hold true throughout the 

book of Acts. I have identified some significant changes that occurred for the original 

twelve as they began to move out to make disciples following the giving of the Holy 

Spirit on Pentecost. This discipling was and still remains the task at hand for the church. 

After a person believed in Jesus and became a disciple, then baptism, teaching, and 

instruction were soon to follow. This mandate of Jesus to disciple others was what the 

early church was doing. As they followed their Master’s plan, the result was a church that 

found itself rapidly growing, needing to be learned into Jesus, and taught all things 

necessary to take Jesus’ life and mission to Jerusalem and other parts of the world. 

When the first disciples/Apostles were beginning to disappear, others followed in 

their footsteps and continued bringing disciples to Jesus. He was the initial 

teacher/leader/coach, and now others were taking the lead of teaching, and coaching; 

“learning” the new followers to be disciples and teaching them to do the same. 

Believers, disciples, were being added to the church daily. All faithful followers of Jesus 

become leaders in training; all faithful followers of Jesus are his disciples. 

We have seen that, all apostles were disciples but not all disciples were apostles. 

We can also say that all disciples were and still are called to produce more disciples. 

What has changed, if anything, from the first century church to today’s church as 

it concerns the development of disciples? Are we using all or most of what Jesus used for 

that development? Are there any similarities being used that reflect what Jesus did and 

____________________ 
126 The term “Christian” appears here for the first time in the Book of Acts, 11:26; 26:28 and then a 

third time in 1Peter 4:16.  
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how he did it? And, if we have changed how Jesus discipled, are our results successful; 

how will we know? These questions, and one additional that perhaps is the missing piece 

for a more effective disciple development process, will be explored in the next chapter.
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Chapter 2: Community, a Vital Component for Discipling 

About two thousand years ago he gathered his little group of friends and trainees 
on the Galilean hillsides and sent them out to ‘teach all nations’ – that is, to make 
students (apprentices) to him from all ethnic groups. His objective is eventually to 
bring all human life on earth under the direction of his wisdom, goodness, and 
power, as part of God’s eternal plan for the universe. 

Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart 
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Overview 

In light of Matthew’s great commission mandated by Jesus, my project has taken 

me on a journey in examining how he went about “making” learning his own disciples. I 

wanted to explore if there might be anything of importance in his methodology that 

perhaps would be helpful in how we disciple today. As I address this exploration, I must 

also ask, how does my concern for using a particular process/methodology of discipleship 

development fit with the more traditional ecclesiology that sees the preaching of the 

word, the right administration of the sacraments, and practice of discipline as being 

central to ecclesiology? This last question, perhaps the most important, will be developed 

and answered as this work progresses. The chapter will culminate with the importance of 

community. 

Chapter 2 includes three sections: 

Section 1 begins with a quick review of how Jesus went about making disciples, 

and then suggest that even though nouns and verbs don’t change, their societal 

understanding might. I raise the question, do we have a commitment deficiency today? 

Followed by an examination of some practices/models that are being used in our 

churches to make disciples; they will be compared and contrasted to determine if what we 

are doing is similar or different from what Jesus did in his day. 

Section 2 explores if those practices/models result in the characteristics of being 

a disciple of Jesus. What are the qualities (virtues) that should be found in the life of a 

disciple, and how will we know if those qualities are occurring? One very important 

element is explored, community; necessary for the church as well as disciple 

development. 
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Section 3 considers:  “how well is the church doing in the process of discipleship 

development?” How will we know? And explores one possible “missing piece” to assess 

its particular importance in developing disciples. 

Practice what He preached and did 

Section 1: Are Today’s Church Practices Reflecting “Jesus’ Discipleship 
Development?”  

Chapter one explored the method that Jesus employed to begin and continue his 

redemptive work in this world. He began with disciples and for three years Jesus, as their 

teacher-rabbi, poured himself into those initial twelve. They sat at their master’s feet, 

listened to his preaching and teaching, traveled the countryside with him, and all of these 

things and more, as he was learning them. The process of discipleship included: a call to 

commitment to him and to follow in his ways and instruction. They lived together, 

worked together, ate and slept together, and went on field mission trips together. There 

was “on-the-job” training, fire-side chats, moments of elation in ministry successes as 

well as disappointments and failure in both ministry and personal relationships. These 

were the components Jesus used to train and grow his disciples. 

A critical question that needs to be asked is: How much of Jesus’ discipling 

(methods) continues to be normative; how much of what he did was unique to that 

particular time and context? Perhaps some of the components he used are still useful for 

today’s church and discipleship development? I will suggest that, that is the case. 

When the three years drew to a close, they knew him as more than just their 

rabbi…he was now their Lord, Master, and Messiah as well. They would receive final 

instruction and marching orders on how to further his cause and take his mission to the 

world. They would receive the promised gift of the Holy Spirit to empower them and 
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grant the Lord’s continued presence with them in this mission, and most of them saw the 

rapid growth of Christ’s church. The main imperative they received before Jesus left this 

physical world was for them in their “going out,” to be “learning others of all nations.” 

This mission to be developing disciples involved baptizing new believers into the 

community of existing believers and teaching them to obey all Jesus’ words and 

commands, and then for them to also be about the mission of discipling as well. As 

problematic as this may seem, all are called to “be learning others” to Jesus. You go, 

using whatever gift(s) God has given you, which will most likely influence how you go 

about doing that today. Logically, it seems to me, it would be more problematic to 

assume Jesus’ command to go and disciple others was only for the initial eleven disciples. 

If that was the case, Jesus mission would have come to an abrupt and premature end. 

Thinking about disciples in the 21st century church, there’s a tendency not to use 

this terminology much anymore, most likely for the same reasons the term began to 

disappear in the first century church. You’ll recall that in the latter half of the book of 

Acts and in Paul’s letters to the churches the term is not used. This was because it was 

assumed that a believer or follower of Jesus was by “definition of adherence” a disciple 

of Christ.127 If you believed in Jesus’ atoning work on the cross, were baptized and went 

on to be instructed in understanding the things he taught and required of us, then it goes 

without saying that you were a disciple of Jesus and were participating in discipleship 

____________________ 
127 The last occurrence of the term “disciple” recorded in the Book of Acts was in 18:23, and the term 

does not appear in any of Paul’s letters. Even so, Paul himself understood what a “disciple” of Jesus was, 
what that entailed and taught the same in his many letters and epistles. The term disciple may also have 
been replaced with other terms as the growing church included more and more gentiles unfamiliar with the 
term “disciple.” 
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training.128 Paul may not have used the word “disciple” but a derivative of that word is 

often used as he talks about “learning Christ.” Recall from my earlier argument the noun 

“disciple” holds the meaning of a “learner” whereas the verb form of “disciple” literally 

means to “learn you,” and in Jesus’ commission, “go, and learn you, others.” 

Terms change over time, what was once called “consumption” is today referred to 

as “tuberculosis.” As in Paul’s day other terms were being incorporated by the church to 

identify disciples. “Believer” was a common term as well as “follower” or 

“brother/sister.” Later, adherents were sometimes referred to as people of the “Way,” 

since they believed in Jesus and his way of life.129 Over time the term “Christian” began 

to be used as early as the first century church, which means a “person of Christ” or one 

who follows the teachings of Christ. This is the term most people use today to refer to 

themselves or others as the people who have chosen to identify with Christ and his 

church. 

Most people in our churches don’t think of themselves (at least not consciously) 

as disciples of Jesus anymore. Now that, in and of itself, is not the end of the world nor 

the end of church as we know it but I believe it can lead to a misunderstanding and/or 

misrepresentation of what it means to be a follower/disciple of Jesus. There is the 

potential of being watered down from what its original meaning and intent was, to 

something other. Presumably, during the days of the early church, it wouldn't have made 

a difference whether you called yourself a disciple or a Christian, you would have known 

____________________ 
128 This was the mandated command given to the disciples by Jesus in the Great Commission, and they 

were initiating it into the life of the early church. It involved making disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them, and then teaching them everything that Jesus had taught them and commanded them to do. 

129 This term, the Way, occurred a number of times in Acts (9:2; 16:17; 18:25-26; 19:9, 23; 22:4; 
24:14, 22). In John 14:6, Jesus referred to himself as the “way” and also the “truth” and the “life” and then 
stated that no one comes to the Father except through Him.   
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that both words meant the same thing. Your commitment and allegiance was to continue 

to learn more of him and take up his mission, as one of his disciples in discipling others. 

Today, a person calling himself a Christian, might identify more so with a 

particular denomination or church in which they worship rather than finding their true 

identity in their relationship he/she has with Jesus, as a disciple. Our understanding of 

what a disciple is tends to lose something in translation for today’s church and culture. 

The word “Christian” may very well mean something different than it did for those of the 

early church, and we shouldn’t be surprised to find slight or drastic differences in how 

Christians today define and live out the meaning and/or function of what a Christian is 

supposed to be. 

Where’s the deep commitment to Jesus? 

As was explored earlier, a disciple of Jesus involved being “all in” and “sold out” 

to the cause and work of Jesus. It was a dedication to follow him to wherever and to 

whatever he might call us to do and be. Additionally it meant laying your life down and 

taking up your cross on a daily basis; it could potentially lead to persecution or death as 

the early church experienced. It was to be total dedication, beginning with a response to 

his call to “follow him,” and to give oneself: to Jesus as Master and Lord, to live in full 

obedience to him, to learn of him and live like he lived, to make his mission their mission 

lived out in cooperation with The Holy Spirit. 

Concerning the cost of being a disciple, consider Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s thought: 

The cross is laid on every Christian. The first Christ-suffering which every man 
must experience is the call to abandon the attachments of this world. It is that 
dying of the old man which is the result of his encounter with Christ. As we 
embark upon discipleship we surrender ourselves to Christ in union with His 
death – we give over our lives to death. Thus it begins; the cross is not the terrible 
end to an otherwise god-fearing and happy life, but it meets us at the beginning of 
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our communion with Christ. When Christ calls a man, He bids him come and 
die.” – Dietrich Bonhoeffer 130 

This is what a disciple was, and this kind of total commitment as a disciple of 

Jesus, meant that you were fully invested in his mission to bring the life and message of 

Jesus to the world. The methodology, or vehicle Jesus chose to use was for disciples to be 

reproducing disciples. Sadly, this is what I see, as lacking in many Christians’ lives 

today. We have received, but many have somehow stopped short of reproducing. 

Can this be attributed to faulty or no teaching on “discipleship” or the influence of 

today’s culture and its hold on Christians; tending to make the faith grow cold? Or is it a 

lack of good methodology and practice taking place; is it that our commitment is not at 

the level it needs to be, or perhaps it’s all the above and then some? This lack (or depth) 

of commitment by parishioners, to reproduce disciples, seemingly occurs even though 

church-goers may hear through the preaching of the Word, what their lives should look 

like, what the cost of being a Christian is, and what they should be about doing. So then, 

is the “disconnect” taking place somewhere between the “hearing of the Word” and the 

“doing the Word?” 

Perhaps one possible cause is that church-goers today have a slightly different 

understanding of the two terms, “Christian” and “disciple.” They may see them as being 

two different expressions for what a follower of Jesus is, rather than seeing them as 

synonyms. The culture and society at the time a term is in use, will define it, and people 

tend to live it out differently than what another time and society might do.131 

____________________ 
130 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship (Simon & Schuster Publisher, 1963), 99. 
131 Culture has a way of immersing one in the “norms” of the terms being used at a given time. In other 

words, we have a fuller understanding of what the term actually involves, even if not spoken or defined. I 
stand convinced, “disciple” as it was used in Jesus’ and Paul’s lifetime, was well understood by the people 
of their day (especially Jews), but may have lost something in our 21st century cultural understanding and 
use. 
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Today, the term disciple tends to have more of a negative connotation than what it 

once had. Who wants to be identified with having the title “disciple” today…at best, it 

has a tendency of conjuring up feelings of fanaticism or at worst, a call to blind 

obedience to a leader bordering on cultic practices.132 

This same negativity can be observed occurring in the public arena where 

Christians are having a hard time being identified as Christian, yet alone being called a 

disciple of Jesus.133 Nevertheless, putting all negativity aside concerning the terminology 

or public perception of Christianity, nothing has changed in the commission which we 

received from Jesus when he commanded us to be going and “learning others” to be his 

disciples. 

Discipling models 

Before proceeding to answer some important questions, this would be a good time 

to take a short detour, for what follows will necessitate an understanding of a few 

different models used in the church today to assist us in our discipleship efforts. 

____________________ 
132 There are Christians today who see an involvement/commitment to discipleship as something 

reserved for those who are more “spiritual” or see a need for a deeper relationship with God. The problem, 
all followers of Jesus, all Christians are his disciples it’s not a choice it’s a given! All are called to a deeper 
“walk” with God so as to mature into the image of Christ. The term “disciple” may also conjure up 
memories like that of The Way International, which rose up in the early 70s under the leadership of a self-
proclaimed messiah, Rev. Sun Myung Moon. His followers (disciples) were called the “Moonies” after 
their leader. This group is still functioning and considered by some to be the second largest cult in the 
world. Then there’s the tragic legacy of Jim Jones, an ordained minister and cultic pastor whose bizarre 
leadership brought his “church” to a disastrous end by forcing his trusting followers into mass suicide in 
1978. A more recent example from 1993 is the Waco Texas siege of the compound held by leader David 
Koresh and the Branch Davidians, another religious cult. That end resulted (while being watched nationally 
on television), with the entire compound going up in flames with loss of life on both sides; the federal 
authorities and the Branch Davidians.  

133 There are surveys showing today’s society does not view the church or its leaders in a very positive 
light. The church’s track record comes up short leaving many people who identify with the church or 
Christianity leery of even admitting their affiliation with either. This new breed of folks has been tagged as 
the “Nones” (being that they check the “no” or “none” box when it comes to church affiliation on surveys). 
David Kinnaman, (of The Barna Group) reports that what may have been a badge of honor and pride to 
identify as a Christian or to belong to a certain denomination, lately has become more of a badge of 
courage. He suggests, it’s more than just an “embarrassment” to identify with the organized church today; 
it’s becoming more of a self-defense measure. In a negative sense, fewer people are willing to take any hits 
from secular society by identifying with the church. 
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Model 1, known as clergy-centric, as it’s the clergy (pastor/priest/leader), who 

takes the lead role in modeling out what a disciple of Jesus should look and act like. As 

they imitate Christ before their congregations, the people are to imitate them. 

Potential problem: Most likely, one-on-one relationships with the pastor/leader at 

best will be very limited, at worst, won’t happen at all. There is a tendency to allow 

preaching to cover most of the “discipling” process.  The clergy would do themselves and 

the church good by delegating some of this “time consuming” work of discipling to other 

leaders in the church who have been taught/mentored by them to do so. This model by 

far, is the one found in most churches today. It may align closest with what the Apostle 

Paul taught: “...I urge you to imitate me” (1 Co 4:15-16, 1 Th 1:5-6). 

Model 2, is more people-centered. These are followers/disciples of Jesus in our 

churches that focus their lives on following him. Their “following” is based upon what 

they have learned in church or elsewhere about Jesus life and doing likewise in their own 

lives. As they meet with other people they share what God has been doing in each other's 

lives as a way of growth, fellowship, and caring for one another. Godwin Sathianathan 

says, 

Disciple-making, then, is the Word of God shaping men and women within life-
on-life relationships. It’s demonstrated in Paul’s relationship with the 
Thessalonian church: “being so affectionately desirous of you, we were ready to 
share with you not only the gospel of God but also our own selves, because you 
had become very dear to us” (1Thess 2:8). This is gospel-driven, Word-saturated, 
intentional one-anothering. It is men and women regularly teaching one another to 
obey what Jesus commanded.134 

These may be people who like to lead/teach a class, get involved in out-reach 

programs, willing to help with hospital/shut-in calling, or find small groups as being a 

____________________ 
134 Godwin Sathianathan, “Grow a Disciple-Making Culture in Your Church,” February 25, 2013. 

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/about/foundation-documents/  
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place to conduct their discipling efforts. They may also be sharing Jesus beyond the walls 

of the church to their neighbors and fellow workplace associates in their personal 

evangelizing efforts. This may well be those from whom the clergy may want to draw 

from and mentor for developing other disciples? 

Potential problem: Good, meaningful people, can become isolated from other 

followers of Jesus, or associate only with those they call close friends, or have something 

in common with. This tends to hinder true body-life ministry in the church. There’s also 

the chance of misinterpreting scripture or of practicing narratives that may be falsely 

assumed and shared as truth. This is an active and usually healthy group who take Jesus’ 

cause to “evangelize” seriously, but we may also need to ask ourselves, is this approach 

concrete enough for discipleship development on its own? 

Model 3, is what is known as missional discipleship. It means to follow in the 

mission that Jesus is engaged in and mandated in his commissioning (Mt 28:19). He 

spent an extraordinary amount of time in his ministry teaching and preaching about the 

Kingdom of God. One should be able to draw the conclusion that this was very important 

and central to his work while amongst us. As he taught about that kingdom, he laid out 

what God’s purpose was for the world; His creation. Jesus called his initial disciples, and 

all subsequent disciples, to join with him in that mission. By doing so, he called his 

church into mission which was to be taken to all nations, and to all peoples. Eric Geiger, 

in an article on church methods of discipling, states: 

A church that embraces the reality that they are on the planet to make disciples 
views all they do through a discipleship lens. They view their worship gatherings, 
their groups, their service in the community, and their ministries to kids and 
students all as critical aspects in their ‘disciple-making process.’ They haven’t 
reduced discipleship to an event, to a class, to something that is checked off a list. 
‘Making disciples’ is what the church is all about. 
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The dangerous downside of this view is that anything and everything can receive 
a ‘discipleship label.’ Thus, we need leaders who constantly seek to shred 
anything that doesn’t help people in our churches become more like Jesus. C.S. 
Lewis stated it this way: 

The Church exists for nothing else but to draw men into Christ, to make them little 
Christs. If they are not doing that, all the cathedrals, clergy, missions, sermons… 
are simply a waste of time. 

Without clarity, leaders could be mentally seeing different pictures and hearing 
different definitions when they hear the word ‘discipleship.’ Church leaders are 
wise to bring clarity to how their churches are designed to fulfill their mission of 
making disciples.135  

I've narrowed my focus down to these three models (there are others), as the ones 

that are customarily seen in our churches today, at least in North America. I now want to 

dig a bit deeper into the first model, the clergy-centric method of disciple development, 

since that model is the most prevalent in our churches. 

The important questions I need to ask: What are we doing in our churches today 

in an effort to “make” (develop) disciples? In particular, what practices are being used to 

promote discipleship training so as to foster spiritual growth and encourage maturity in 

the lives of those who attend our churches? These questions were precisely what I found 

myself asking as I began my own work at a new church with the responsibility of doing 

just that. This journey would take me down a path that led to eventually discovering and 

implementing what is known as the The Apprentice Series, for discipleship development. 

If I were to ask these same questions of clergy/pastors/leaders in the church, I 

would anticipate the following responses and not necessarily in the order they are listed: 

● Preaching/Teaching from the pulpit at a worship service. 

● Adult education classes (Sunday school) or similar of various ages. 

● Membership classes for people interested in the church or in membership. 

____________________ 
135 Eric Geiger, “5 Current Church Views of ‘Discipleship,’” LifeWay ministry, 

https://ericgeiger.com/2014/08/5-current-church-views-discipleship/ 
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● Small Group meetings in homes or elsewhere. 

● Dinners-social events (either all-church or special age groups). 

● Youth Group programs/retreats/summer camps. 

● Retreats for various ages. 

● Mission trips (short term and for various ages). 

● Sharing together in the sacraments through Baptism and Communion. 

● Specialized discipleship programs/classes. 

Since clergy do these things for a living they are more apt to come up with a list 

rather quickly. To ask the same questions of parishioners might result in some of the 

same answers, but more likely, the responses would be shorter without investing more 

time for thought. The above list does not take into consideration how individual people of 

our churches are influencing each other in “learning Christ;” an area much harder to 

gauge. 

Similarities and differences in disciple development 

The list above represents what most clergy-centric models would look like, for 

what is used in the development of disciples. How close is this to what Jesus was doing? 

What are the similarities and differences between how Jesus set about developing his 

disciples and how today’s church is developing disciples? 

Jesus’ began with a call to follow him. He extended this call to those he wanted to 

join with him, follow him, and eventually carry on his mission; he chose twelve, they 

were the ones he would pour his life into and develop as his disciples. 

Choosing disciples 

Jesus chose his initial twelve disciples. The closest today’s church comes to doing 

any actual “choosing” of people might be for: the selection of pastors/staff, church 
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members being elected to serve on a consistory136 or ruling board, or a committee 

selected to oversee a special cause. Today, we do not choose disciples as Jesus did. And 

actually, to be more accurate, it is still Jesus who choses or extends the call to people to 

“follow me.” In some churches, mature members are encouraged by the leadership to 

choose a new Christian to come alongside and help with mentoring. 

Jesus’ invitation to follow demanded a loyal commitment to him, which in turn 

led the twelve into a three year life-experience with the Master that resulted in their 

development as disciples. During that time he provided teaching and training for his 

apprentices. Were three years required in order that they would be ready to enter into 

mission when the time came, or just the time Jesus had before his earthly mission would 

come to an end? We don’t know, but perhaps we can glean from their experience with 

Jesus, that the development of disciples doesn’t come quickly nor easily, but in fact 

involves a process and it may take a considerable amount of time to see progress and 

results. 

There was a methodology in Jesus’ discipling 

What were the various methods that Jesus employed in his discipleship training? 

Examining them suggests these methods were designed to lead his disciples into: a 

deeper commitment to him; a deeper commitment to his ministry; and brought about a 

spiritual transformation in the process.137 The questions being raised: Are we doing 

things differently or basically the same as what Jesus did to train his disciples? If we are 

doing things differently, is it resulting in what Jesus’ results produced or might we be 

____________________ 
136 In the Reformed Church of America, the ruling body that oversees the church and staff is called the 

consistory which is made up of people serving as Elders and Deacons. In the Presbyterian Church, it is 
called the Session (elders), if you are referring to the local congregation. 

137 “Spiritual transformation” is another way of saying “sanctification,” which is a slower, life-long 
process of maturing in Christ (Ephesians 4:13). 
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missing some important training method(s) Jesus employed for discipleship 

development? Will it make any difference one way or the other? I will argue that his 

methodology does make a difference, and suggest there is one very useful method that 

may be lacking in our efforts. If this method is used it could potentially tip the balance 

toward better results in discipleship development. 

The training Jesus imparted to his disciples was critically important to ensure the 

eventual transmission of his mission, to and through, those who would be responsible for 

carrying on that work following his physical departure. Matthew’s gospel focuses 

primary attention on “disciple-making” as a central theme which was previously noted. 

Jesus’ mission to generate disciples is no less critical for today’s church than it was for 

the early church. The church’s efforts to do so must embrace Jesus’ mission if it is to 

continue for all future generations to come. The Church’s growth from the days of its 

initial birth at Pentecost to today is a testament to the working of his Holy Spirit through 

his people. This is what was listed earlier and described as “missional discipleship.” 

How Jesus trained his disciples has already been addressed in chapter 1, so I will 

not revisit it. Instead a simple chart on the following page is shared as a review. The chart 

simplifies data for a side-by-side comparison of similarities and differences in training 

methods used by Jesus and today’s church leaders. Noting the complexity of various 

educational training procedures, methodologies and practices, this chart is not intended to 

be complete or exhaustive, but rather to capture some of what is occurring in today's 

churches. The data used on the chart is a combination of my own experiences, other 
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pastors' experiences whom I have spoken with, and that of a survey taken by Protestant 

pastors.138 

Table 1 - Disciple Training Methods 

Disciple Training Methods 

Jesus’ Training Churches Training 

Jesus chose his disciples Churches don’t choose disciples 

Jesus told his disciples to “follow him” Churches lead people to follow Jesus 
Methods Employed 

 Three years of training  No set time period 
 Lived together  Don’t live together 
 Teaching of Torah  Teaching of Scripture (Bible) 
 Preaching/worship  Preaching/worship 
 Instruction  Instruction related to discipleship? (1) 
 Field trips  Field trips (possible mission trips?) 
 Ministered with him  Ministered with pastor (not much)? (2) 
 Sent out to minister  Sent out to minister (very few) 
 Times of debriefing  Times of debriefing (meeting related) 
 Fireside chats  Fireside chats (not likely) 
 Fielded questions  Fielded questions (at times but limited) 
 Shared intimate moments  Shared intimate moments (not likely) (3) 
 Demonstrated supernatural healing  Demonstrates supernatural healing (4) 
 Demonstrated supernatural abilities  Demonstrates supernatural abilities (4) 
 Empowered them for mission  Empowered for mission (occasionally) 
 Gave them Mission Instructions  Give Mission Instructions (sometimes) 

Notes: 
(1) Unless in an actual discipleship class or other educational experience, instruction 

related to disciples usually does not occur except possibly in a sermon. 
(2) Most “ministering” with a pastor takes place in meeting settings such as a consistory 

meeting or possible hospital or home visit with an elder, or shadowing in the case of a 
new pastoral staff person. 

(3) Most pastors do not like to get too close or share more intimate personal information 
with their parishioners. Many pastors have been counseled not to do this because of 
possible ramifications. 

(4) Most pastors today are skeptical or hesitant to venture out into supernatural prayer for 
“instant” physical healing. There are a variety of reasons for this ranging from “not 

____________________ 
138 “Pastors’ Views on the State of Discipleship: Survey of American Protestant Pastors,” Sept. 2018. 

http://lifewayresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Report-Pastors-Discipleship-Sept-2018-.pdf 
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believing it can happen” to “bringing disappointment” for the person being prayed for 
or for the person praying, if it doesn’t end in a successful healing. 

Table 1 shows that there are more similarities than differences when comparing 

Jesus’ disciple training methods with the methods used by today’s church. However, 

there are drawbacks in a chart like this that will become clearer in an argument for 

“intentional” discipleship efforts. Most areas as noted above as “discipleship” training 

happen outside of an actual intentional discipleship program. 

There are many practices occurring today in which the church and its leadership 

carry out the mandate of Jesus to produce disciples. The work, in some form or another, 

takes place even if the term “disciple” is not necessarily and/or consciously connected to 

those efforts. This limited chart presents several beneficial ways in which clergy and staff 

(Jesus’ disciples) conduct the business of disciple development. What’s observable is 

there are obvious things that clergy can replicate that Jesus used in developing his 

disciples and a few others that are not, e.g., living with those he discipled. 

Most of what is presented above has been from the clergy-centric model, with a 

good sampling of what could be described as the “missional” model, and also a dab of the 

“people centered” model, which is the most abstract of the three. 

One area that often flies under the radar, should be of concern for all clergy and 

staff. In our efforts to produce disciples of Jesus, it may not be uncommon to give little or 

no attention to the area of disciples reproducing disciples. The ramifications of this will 

produce a sizable disconnect from what Jesus’ intentions were for discipling and what is 

currently happening. If this is not intentionally dealt with, then potentially, it could 

greatly diminish the effectiveness of disciple reproduction and the healthy growth of 

Christ’s church. 
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Focusing on intentional disciple development does not come easy 

Clergy may find themselves more concerned with the everyday logistics of 

running a church (that being all the administrative tasks necessary to keep the church 

functioning properly), than they are with actually focusing on the task of “disciple 

development.” This can be a very perplexing dilemma for the single pastor who finds 

her/himself responsible for everything that is expected to be done. Even at churches that 

have the luxury of staff ministry, issues will occur. This calls for balance or prioritizing 

one function over another at times, and may necessitate the need for staff ministry or at 

least some needed delegation.139 

We are first and foremost, called by Jesus to be about learning disciples and as 

leaders in the church we are also expected to be “preparing God’s people for works of 

service and building up the body in faith and knowledge of the Son of God” (Eph 4:12). 

As we go about making disciples, we will be preparing God’s people for works of 

service, which result in maturing parishioners in their relationship with Christ and his 

Body the church. The end results, over time, lead to (making some headway) in all 

reaching unity and attaining the fullness of Christ. The results clergy may want to see, 

may also take them down different roads to get there. 

Returning to the dilemma of priorities, there’s a fine line between concerning 

ourselves with the process of discipleship development and concerning ourselves with the 

care and oversight of the church. It doesn't have to be a necessary dichotomy; we need to 

be on both sides of the line (if there even is a line), and accomplish both. There is no 

____________________ 
139 Pastors are not a “jack of all trades,” that is gifted in every area. Trying to do and be “all things to 

all people” may lead to the ever growing list of statistics of pastors who have burned out in trying and have 
left the church for a different career. However over the last decade statistics have improved showing the 
number leaving the church is now less (see: https://shop.barna.com/products/the-state-of-pastors).  
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simple fix, one will just have to wrestle with God and the governing bodies to determine 

which should get more attention, and when. It will most likely have to result in delegation 

of responsibilities if it is to be achieved at all and for some clergy who have a hard time 

letting go of control; it will be a hard decision to consider.140 

If discipleship training is done correctly, it should result in both preparing people 

for works of service and in building up the body in the faith and knowledge of God. This 

will produce the on-going transformation results necessary for sustaining a healthy body 

that is fully functioning as Christ intended for his church. 

Do our goals line up with Jesus’ goals or do we find ourselves getting the cart 

before the horse or even worse, leaving the horse out of this old adage altogether? The 

horse being “disciple development” and the cart are all the other responsibilities that go 

with ministering in a church. Unfortunately, what often happens is leadership reacts to 

the time-consuming task of discipling others, coupled with the discouraging results of 

seeing little or no evidence of transformation or change taking place in people's lives, and 

they reach a decision. This decision is reached (consciously or unconsciously) that their 

time might best be used in dealing with the administrative tasks and other cares of the 

church that produce more visible and attainable results. The thinking is, this is what their 

governing boards will use to review their “performance” and in reality, is usually the 

case. So the pastor makes a shift in focus, and intentional discipling takes a back seat in 

the plans altogether. 

Recall what was quoted earlier from the book, Building a Discipling Culture, “If 

you make disciples, you always get the church. But if you make a church you rarely get 

____________________ 
140 See Acts 6:1-4, where we find an example in which delegation was the solution. 
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disciples.”141 Now that may be a somewhat extreme statement, but I believe there is a lot 

of truth to that concept. The same author went on to say, “Effective discipleship builds 

the church, not the other way around. We need to understand the church as the effect of 

discipleship and not the cause.” He went on to say, “If you set out to build a church it is 

far more likely that you will create consumers who depend on the spiritual services that 

religious professionals provide.”142 In the next section I’ll explore if our practices are 

resulting in the desired outcome. 

The proof is in the pudding! 

  

____________________ 
141 Mike Breen, Building A Discipling Culture: How to release missional movement by discipling 

people like Jesus did, (3dm Publishing, Pawleys Island, SC., 2011), 11. 
142 Breen, Building a Discipling Culture: 11. 
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Section 2: Are Today’s Practices Resulting in Characteristics of Being a 
Disciple of Jesus? 

The earlier chapter explored distinguishing characteristics, virtues, and soul-

transformation that should be occurring in the lives of believers. These areas of growth 

should be both observable, and demonstrated in the life of a maturing disciple of Christ. 

The Gospel accounts of Jesus’ teaching provide needed information for what should be 

occurring in a disciple’s life, and Paul develops it further in his letters. A passage from 

his letter to the Colossian church (mentioned in chapter 1) contains a listing one could 

use as a measurement tool.143 Passages such as this offer a generous description of the 

kind of fruit and activity that should be developing and seen in maturing followers of 

Jesus. 

The real challenge lies in trying to discover whether, in fact, the fruit is actually 

there? Has a person been maturing in Christ Jesus, and are these attributes notably 

evident in their life? Is what we’re doing (our practices) in our evangelical Protestant and 

Catholic churches today leading people into mature relationships with Jesus and others? 

Is real transformation taking place? How will we know and how can we (as clergy) 

measure this maturing process of those in our churches? 

These are all very important questions for leadership to be asking, and likewise, 

arriving at the answers is just as important but not as easy. Furthermore, determining a 

course of action (once we have accumulated the data), is just as important as and even 

more difficult than acquiring the answers. Is all this really worth one’s time and effort to 

research and investigate? John Ortberg, a pastor in the Evangelical Covenant Church 

(former Presbyterian pastor) thinks so: 
____________________ 

143 Colossians 3:1-17 is the listing I am referring to. A similar, almost word for word phrasing is 
recorded by Paul in his letter to the Ephesian Church (Eph. 4:22-5:10).  
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It’s hard to imagine something more difficult to gauge or measure than spiritual 
growth. There is a mystery to it. It is intangible. It is like the wind, which blows 
wherever it pleases; you hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from 
or where it is going. Yet there is one thing I can think of more foolish than trying 
to gauge spiritual growth. And that is: not trying to gauge it. For that which 
matters to us is that which we try to keep track of. People in the church have 
attempted to measure spiritual growth ever since the winds blew on the day of 
Pentecost and somebody counted baptisms (three thousand). In our day, writers 
like Dallas Willard and Ron Sider have cited study after study demonstrating how 
church-attending, Bible-believing Christians do not behave any differently than 
their secular counterparts. This is not just a problem; it is a tragedy and a scandal. 
Assessing when and how spiritual transformation happens may be hard. But we 
have to try.”144 

Pastoral perusal for pertinent perception! 

The above thoughts of Ortberg were intriguing as my journey continued and 

brought me one step closer to discovering a discipling process that was not only 

transformational for my fellow congregants, but also for me. 

I had left the ministry after my second pastorate of three years came to an end. It 

was such a devastating experience that I, along with my wife, decided I would leave the 

ministry and seek out secular employment; it was not an easy decision. However, during 

that twenty-seven years of not pastoring a church, ministry for me did not end. I found 

myself teaching several adult classes at various churches, leading marriage 

seminars/retreats, preaching from time to time, and sharing Jesus at the workplace when 

appropriate. Over time, my original heart’s desire to serve Jesus and his church began to 

gnaw at me. At one point I was asked if I might teach a class to students who were 

____________________ 
144 Taken from John Ortberg’s statement in the foreword of the book, Follow Me: What’s Next for 

You? (2008) and is a follow-up book by authors Greg L. Hawkins and Cally Parkinson, to their first book, 
MOVE. REVEAL, is an in-depth all-church spiritual life survey that was conducted from September 2008 
to March 2010 in 1,007 churches resulting in approximately 250,000 congregants responding. The book 
MOVE is the findings from those surveys. For more information and a brief history of REVEAL, visit: 
https://revealforchurch.com/  
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involved in what was known as the “Commissioned Pastor’s program.”145 This was an 

alternative approach for people who desired to be pastors/leaders in a church, but 

preferred not having to go through traditional seminary training. The class was an 

introductory level course called, “Disciple: Becoming Disciples through Bible Study,” a 

34 session course which I taught at a local church with eight students. Of those eight, I 

got to know one of those students on a more personal level. It was this student who later 

introduced me to a woman from a large Reformed Church in Holland, Michigan, where 

he was worshipping and also on staff. This would become the woman who eventually 

mentored me in most of what I needed to know about the Apprentice Series. But that was 

a bit later in my story, so let’s backup a couple years... I had been praying about seeking 

God’s will for my life and possible return to full-time ministry in the church. I had a good 

job in which I was the “go-to” person when a customer had a grievance with our 

company’s product or service and had contacted our CEO. I was the guy who had the red 

phone-hotline, between the CEO and me (well at least his secretary). I was given all 

kinds of power and authority to calm the client down and resolve his/her issue. Perhaps 

my prayers over those few years were being heard by God and I had been missing his 

response to get going and follow my heart’s desire. Maybe a little “push” from above 

might be in order to get me moving! 

The office furniture world was experiencing a slump, and one day I was notified 

of an important meeting that I had to attend. I grabbed my legal pad, quickly headed to 

the meeting and never saw what was coming. The only person there was a woman from 

human resources who knew me well. As I sat down I said, “Hmm, this doesn't look 

____________________ 
145 Commissioned pastors in the Reformed Church of America are those who have been recognized by 

the local classis of the RCA for such a program, and have successfully completed (usually) a two year 
educational requirement, with testing to measure academic accomplishment, before ministry.    
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good.” She started to tear up and proceeded to tell me of my release from the company, 

not for anything I did, just the need to lower the bottom line. Many good people had been 

losing their jobs throughout the organization. She noticed I had a smile on my face but 

couldn't figure out why. So she inquired concerning my reaction. I told her that I believed 

my departure from the company was coming from much higher up than she may have 

been thinking. To this day I believe God may have been the one responsible for 

orchestrating my departure from this large, world-renowned company for an entrance 

back into the church. And it didn’t take very long to discover the next step. 

One week after I was let go I received a phone call from a pastor who I hadn’t 

seen in years and he wanted to know if I might be interested in joining with him and 

another pastor at their church? I told him, “Let’s talk!” Coincidence? I think not. 

I found myself accepting a call to enter back into ministry with a church outside 

my denomination and I was “re-installed” by our local classis. A new chapter began in 

my life and ministry. 

Who are these people? 

As you begin a new church ministry you face the reality that you don’t know 

these people; it takes time to get to know a congregation. 

I served this church as their Pastor of Congregational Growth and Care, and I was 

one of three pastors ministering together at the Community Church of Douglas, a non-

denominational church (with some Methodist roots). It was located in West Michigan and 

situated in the small city of Douglas which is part of the much larger Allegan County 

area. Douglas is nestled up against the beautiful shores of Lake Michigan and is 

surrounded by Saugatuck Township. The city of Saugatuck shares the banks of the 

Kalamazoo River which flows through both cities, with Saugatuck being to the north of 
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Douglas. The population of Douglas as of the 2010 census was 1,232 with a 

predominating Caucasian populace. Both cities are major attractions for Chicagoans (as 

well as people from Indiana) who visit the area as a popular vacation destination point 

during the spring, summer and fall months. 

This created a very different ministry field than what I was used to at previous 

church pastorates. Also a great percentage of income is generated by the establishments 

of both cities which are dependent on the seasonal tourism to see them through the leaner 

and colder months of winter. So you can say with some certainty that Douglas and 

Saugatuck are touristy towns. It is not unusual to find people from Illinois who bought 

second summer homes or cottages along the lake shore for a “get-away” from the 

metropolis of hectic city life. Some of these transients have found their way to this church 

in the summer and winter weekends and have made this their church-home, while away 

from home. 

So as I began my work here I was very interested in discovering the communal 

history of the Community Church of Douglas. I wanted to understand this church’s 

spiritual need (both as a community and as individuals) which was made up of three 

different congregations that met on a Sunday morning; two traditional services and a 

contemporary service.146 The contemporary service was positioned between the earlier 

and later traditional services. So if you were preaching Sunday you delivered your 

____________________ 
146 The “traditional” service consisted of padded pews where older traditional hymnals were found in 

the racks and the musical accompaniment was an organ as well as a 15-25 member choir. It was mostly 
attended by older and retired congregants. Pastors wore traditional clerical robes. The “contemporary” 
service met in a gymnasium with movable/stackable chairs, banners, coffee and donuts, and a “praise band” 
consisting of drums, guitars, and vocal singers. The music was a mixture of praise songs and contemporary 
songs heard on Christian radio stations. Words were projected on a screen and the pastors dressed more 
casually. 



 

105 
 

sermon back-to-back three times which had you rushing from one service to the next 

changing both clerical garb and electronic wiring for sound! 

Church attendance in the summer months was around 350 and less in the winter. 

It was divided fairly evenly between the contemporary and second traditional service, 

with the early traditional service averaging around 50. 

As their pastor of congregational growth, I was curious (from my reading) if they 

felt a sense of belonging, which may have drawn them here originally and over the years 

has also kept them here. I had taken some time to observe and discover what kinds of 

ministries were currently taking place at the church before attempting to make any 

suggestions or possible changes. In other words, don’t fix what isn’t broken, just come 

alongside to help support and encourage what is already happening. 

It was obvious that the fundamental and central learning method for spiritual 

growth was primarily through the preaching ministry. There were a few adult classes 

being offered and some remnant social groups left after a “small group” ministry had 

come and gone over the years. There wasn’t a men’s ministry as such, but there was a 

women’s “shawl” ministry that met to make and distribute shawls to those who were 

shut-in or had returned home from a hospital stay. This was mainly attended by the older 

women of the church and was a nice loving touch to those who were recovering in some 

way or another. There were also some parishioner led Thanksgiving and Christmas food 

basket/gift ministries that occurred each year that were much appreciated and enjoyed by 

both church participants and the recipients of families in the poorer areas of Allegan 

County. Most of the outreach endeavors were born out of grass-roots, parishioner led 
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interest and desires to help others, rather than from the leadership down. This was a good 

thing and God blessed those endeavors among his people who ventured out into ministry. 

What I did find lacking was any long or short range goals being discussed or put 

in place to invest in and help promote spiritual development in the life of those who made 

up the three congregations, other than preaching.147 Secondly, there were no evaluative 

tools in place to measure if such spiritual development or growth was occurring in the 

lives of congregants.  

Realizing that “Congregational Growth,” was listed in my “job description” I was 

highly motivated to focus my interests in this area. My work challenged me to discover 

what needed to be done to ensure that we were thinking and moving in the right direction 

to achieve positive results in the lives of our parishioners. The “Care” side of my 

responsibilities was not an issue or cause of my concern; it was the congregational 

growth side that was perplexing me. How would I discover where these people were in 

their spiritual journeys, as a church, and as individuals? Where should my focus be to aid 

them in those journeys? Where do I begin, and what questions should I be asking? 

Don’t scratch where it doesn’t itch! 

The following might sound a bit trite but there is something I have never forgotten 

that George Brown (Professor of Christian Education at Western Theological Seminary), 

said to us in one of his education classes. It sums up a valid truth in a simple sentence that 

is well worth remembering, one I still use today! He said, and I quote, “Don’t scratch 

where it doesn’t itch!” It is wise counsel and could make the difference between a well-

attended class and class with a miserable turnout. It seemed to me, this was a perfect 

____________________ 
147 There were also a few adult classes on various topics of interest, such as Beth Moore studies, that 

drew and focused more on women’s interests, but nothing directly in the area of developing disciples.  
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opportunity to use an “all-church survey” (something I also learned from George Brown) 

to help answer the questions I was asking. One was used in my first church which proved 

to be helpful in the development of our curriculum, so it seemed like a good approach. 

After seeking approval from the senior pastor and board, I began working on a 

survey and also a live interview strategy that would hopefully provide what I was looking 

for. My project would only touch upon Ethnography research, and only in the broadest 

sense which simply stated is, the study of people in their own real-life environment 

through the use of methods such as participant observation and face-to-face interviewing. 

This usually involves qualitative research.148 The research I would be using is known as 

“action research,” which is similar but not as intensive in scope as Ethnographic 

research.149 

My research began by carefully designing questions needed to generate the data I 

was hoping to find through the use of a survey. By using methods of listening and 

recording of data, balanced with Appreciative Inquiry, I would conduct live interviews 

with people varying in both age and gender for a more personal but informal approach of 

collecting such data.150 After collecting the raw data from the survey and interviews, I 

began the harder process of tallying and then analyzing that data. My hope was that the 

gathered information would result in what I needed to know to better understand those 

____________________ 
148 Qualitative research is a type of social science research that collects and works with non-numerical 

data and seeks to interpret meaning from that data to help understand social life through the study of 
targeted populations or places. Ethnographic research is the practice of listening, observing, and collecting 
data from the community and its stories and feeding back the results in such a way as to bring change to the 
community. Ethnography allows you to immerse yourself in the life of a people in order to learn something 
about them and from them. Mary C. Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice, (Cleveland: The 
Pilgrim Press, 2008), Preface, xi. 

149 “Action research, is a common methodology employed for improving conditions and practice in 
social and community settings. The inquiry process involves identifying problems, gathering data, 
analyzing data, and designing a plan of action.” It uses either, or both, quantitative and qualitative data.  

150 Appreciative Inquiry is a technique used to gather data in which participants are encouraged to 
share “what is working well” rather than not so well. It uses a more positive approach for gathering data.  
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with whom I was called to serve. It would provide a framework from which to launch 

what our ministry together might look like based on the perceived needs of the 

community, their past communal history, and their present state of affairs. 

After collecting personal information concerning the participants the focus would 

then be on examining the “how” “what” and “why” of their faith practice and journey, as 

it occurs corporately. Then I would narrow it down to the individual: “how” have you 

been maturing in your faith? “What” have you been doing to achieve spiritual growth and 

what has been important for you in that process? “Why” do you feel that has been 

important for you or is there something that is more important which is not being 

addressed to enhance your spiritual growth? Finally, the last area I concerned myself with 

involved how “connected” each congregant felt within the church. The question asked, 

“Do you, as a worshipping attender, have a sense of ‘belonging’ to something bigger than 

yourself in this church?” 

The information gathered from this questionnaire began a process of evaluating 

how I might go about assisting people in their spiritual journey as disciples of Jesus. It 

eventually led me to a discipleship training program/experience that was thoroughly 

explored and then offered at the church. This discipleship experience was to be used as a 

means to assist our people who had a desire or saw the need for deepening their level of 

spiritual maturity.151 And in all honesty, it provided me with a way to answer my own 

haunting question: what should I be doing in this church in an effort to develop disciples 

of Jesus? 

____________________ 
151 During my first year at the church I had a number of people personally come to me who were 

concerned about how the church might offer something which might lead to a deeper “spiritual” life. I 
wondered, if a dozen or so came to me, how many more were there who didn’t but maybe wanted to? 
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The following is a synopsis of what I learned from the survey that was conducted 

at the church: 

There were 197 surveys distributed and 163 were completed and returned for my 

review. Most surveys, with return envelopes, were handed out after a few Sunday 

worship services. Others were mailed to the “snow-birds” who were nesting in warmer 

places to avoid the approaching Michigan winter. The ages of participants ranged from 

11-80+ with the highest percentage of answers coming back from the 71-80+ folks. Ages 

18-35 were poorly represented in survey returns and 31-35 year olds did not participate at 

all. There were a total of 57 males and 76 females, who indicated their gender. 

The congregants listed twenty-three different denominational backgrounds, and 

even though this church’s roots were Methodist, the Reformed Church in America and 

the Christian Reformed Church were well represented with 36, the Methodist with 28, 

followed by 19 Presbyterian, 17 Catholic, 14 Baptist, 9 Lutheran; the top seven. 

The survey was broken down into four parts: 

1) General information: gender, age, church denominational background, 

worship service you attend, are you a member of the church, how long have you been 

attending here, what particular reason brought you to attend this church, etc. 

2)  Functions experienced and rated: church events, educational classes, etc. 

you have or are currently participating in (this required written answers, followed by a 1-

5 scale of evaluation, which measured the intensity of their interest in that experience). 

This section was followed by ten questions and the same intensity scale rating. 

3) What do you like most about this church?  

4) If you could add or change one thing at this church, what might it be?  
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An example of question format and instruction 

Think about the functions, classes, events, or opportunities that you have 

participated in while attending this church. Please choose three that you have participated 

in most frequently and rate how important that was for you. (Using a scale where “5” is 

“extremely important” and “1” is “not important,” rate your experience below by first 

listing the function or event and then circle one of the numbers under each function you 

list): 

(function)_____________________________________________________________:  
5 extremely important 4 very important 3 important 2 not very important 1 not important 

What I felt was a good return provided me with a well-rounded collection of 

information which gave me some feel as to what mattered to the congregants of this 

church. However, the information I was most interested in (the spiritual development of 

parishioners) was more difficult to ascertain. The live interviews provided better 

disclosure in this area than did the multiple choice/written survey responses, as I could 

interact with them and dig deeper if needed.152 

There were two take-a-ways that were an eye-opener for me which later would 

prove to be very beneficial. Sometimes you can learn more from what is not said than 

from what is said. The insights that surfaced were important to understand but were not 

intentionally incorporated into the questionnaire or live interviews. This is what I learned: 

(1) People, in general, are not able to articulate if they are “growing spiritually” in 

their own personal and church/life experience.153 And (2) (reading between the lines) 

____________________ 
152 The complete survey, summary and analysis of the results obtained, and the dynamics of how it was 

used can be found in Appendix B. 
153 Perhaps, this observation on my part, was a result of unfamiliar language used in the questionnaire. 

But my suspicion is that most of us have not intentionally built into our life experience a means for 
evaluating our spiritual progress, like a quarterly or yearly review that is conducted in the business world. 
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most people do not identify themselves as being a “disciple” of Jesus, and thus do not 

recognize the need for any “discipleship” training/experience as being necessary or even 

beneficial for being a Christian.154 

In other words, the survey was not that helpful for getting a good indication of 

where the people of this church were as it regarded their own spiritual growth and 

maturity. And secondly, if you don’t recognize a need for discipling, you most likely will 

not be pursuing it. Bottom line, if I felt the people of this church (as one of their spiritual 

leaders) might benefit from such a discipling experience, then they would first have to 

see a need for it in their lives. As I wrestled with this I understood that it would involve 

an effort to produce some interest in the lives of the congregants. Thus, for a person to 

realize or feel the need for any kind of discipleship training in their life, it would first 

have to come down through the leadership of the church through teaching, preaching and 

instruction. This falls back on the “clergy-centric” model of discipling that involves, in 

part, coaching. If hearts could be wooed in such a way as to create a desire for a 

discipleship experience, then leadership could capitalize on that by “intentionally” 

bringing discipleship training to their church. The truth of the matter is, most people will 

not invest their time or money into something that doesn’t have the potential of a good 

return for their investment. 

I feel very strongly that pastors/leaders are the key. If this doesn’t come down 

from the top, it will rarely be embraced by the church. It’s been said, the constituents of 

our churches will never buy into what the clergy are not living and doing in their own 

lives and deem as important for the life of the church. Also, if the lead pastor(s) and staff 

____________________ 
Without such an intentional effort or tool in place to see how we’re doing, we do something like the “New 
Year” resolutions, meaning that it most likely never gets done! 

154 To be fair, “disciple” was not being addressed in the survey but was part of my later thoughts. 



 

112 
 

are not all in agreement for the necessity for such training or focus, as well as how it will 

be accomplished, then it will be doomed for failure before it ever begins. 

The leadership of the church will need to intentionally create an understanding 

and desire, for the necessity of continual engagement in disciple development as well as 

disciple reproduction. This should be an on-going focus for the life of a church, and this 

is part of what was described as the “missional model.” With this intentional work of the 

clergy, coupled with the work of the Holy Spirit, perhaps the desire in peoples’ hearts for 

discipleship development, would occur. You can lead the horse to the water, but...if the 

horse is not thirsty, the cool, thirst-quenching water is of little value or desire to the 

animal. 

A reversal: If you want a scratch, introduce an itch! 

Clergy might do well to create an “itch,” in their parishioners; an itch of desire for 

such discipling to occur in a life. If the clergy/leaders can do so, then they will stand a 

much better chance of bringing a satisfying scratch to an itching heart that may not be 

itching in the right place. If we have an “itch” most of the animal world (including us) 

will have a tendency to do something about it. This can and does help to advance desire 

in our church’s discipling and missional endeavors, I know, because I have done it. 

With the proper teaching and preaching, the Holy Spirit can work upon a heart 

and mind to create a hunger, a thirst, a desire for a deeper relationship with Jesus.155 

Then, and only then, will the horse feel a need to take a drink (Ps 42:1-2). 

If we as clergy don’t go down this path, I fear the realization that discipleship 

training, as something essential for every believer will not occur, simply because we 

____________________ 
155 It’s not as if the Holy Spirit cannot act without such preaching to occur first, but it does add some 

“fodder” for the Holy Spirit to work with that has been placed into the feeding trough of the mind.  
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don’t see a need for it. This will not happen on its own, guaranteed. The pastoral leaders 

will have to see the need first, and then will have to gently lead their flocks to partake of 

the understanding and necessity of discipleship development. The opening words from 

the Shema might be a good place for all to start, “...Love Adonai your God with all your 

heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength...these words are to be on your 

heart.”156 

Where’s the love and where is it being directed? 

Kenda Dean, in her book, Almost Christian, shares a concern in considering 

discipleship for younger generations in the church. She was questioning, where is the call 

to love others as our neighbors, as Jesus called us to do? Where is the desire today? And 

even though she was addressing her concerns with younger generations of Christians, it 

applies to older adults as well. She quotes John Wesley’s comment that involves an all-

out loving desire for God and neighbor, 

The great question of all, then, still remains. Is the love of God shed abroad in 
your heart? Can you cry out, ‘My God, and my All?’ Do you desire nothing but 
him? Are you happy in God? Is he your glory, your delight, your crown of 
rejoicing? And is this commandment written in your heart, ‘That he who loveth 
God loves his brother also’? Do you then love your neighbor as yourself? Do you 
love every man, even your enemies, even the enemies of God, as your own soul? 
As Christ loved you?157 

Dean then contrasts what Wesley says with what she sees as the church’s added 

contribution to this upcoming, younger generation’s inoculation to a self-fulfilling 

endeavor. 

After two and a half centuries of shacking up with ‘the American dream,’ 
churches have perfected a dicey codependence between consumer-driven 
therapeutic individualism and religious pragmatism. These theological proxies 

____________________ 
156 (Dt 6:4-6) Jesus referred to this passage when he was being tested by an expert in the Law, and he 

also added to his answer, “...and love your neighbor as yourself” (Mt 22:35-40).  
157 Kendra Dean, Almost Christian (Oxford University Press, 2010), 5.  
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gnaw, termite-like, at our identity as the Body of Christ, eroding our ability to 
recognize that Jesus’ life of self-giving love directly challenges the American 
gospel of self-fulfillment and self-actualization. Young people in contemporary 
culture prosper by following the latter. Yet Christian identity, and the ‘crown of 
rejoicing’ that Wesley believed accompanied consequential faith born of a desire 
to love God and neighbor, requires the former.” 158 

We must honestly ask the question, what is it that we really believe, practice and 

choose to live? Philosopher James K.A. Smith, writing about Christian education and 

students being trained to have a Christian worldview (from a Christian perspective) 

suggests: 

Could it be the case that learning a Christian perspective doesn’t actually touch 
my desire, and that while I might be able to think about the world from a Christian 
perspective, at the end of the day I love not the kingdom of God but rather the 
kingdom of the market? By reducing the genius of Christian faith to something 
like an intellectual framework – a “perspective” or a “worldview” – we can 
(perhaps unwittingly) unhook Christianity from the practices that constitute 
Christian discipleship. And when that happens, we end up thinking that being a 
Christian doesn’t radically reconfigure our desires and our wants, our practices 
and our habits.159 

As it concerns the Christian faith, Dean went on to state, “Believing in a person – 

having utter confidence in someone – creates a very different set of expectations than 

believing in ‘beliefs’.” The Christian faith means cleaving to and loving Jesus, plus 

“joining a pilgrim journey with other lovers and following him [Jesus] into the world.”160 

It’s a matter of the heart, not just the mind; it’s who or what do you honestly love? 

Dean’s study of the religious and spiritual lives of adolescents, found herself 

initially asking the question, “How can we keep young people in church?” Today, she 

says, our question is more pressing: “Does the church matter?” If there is no desire to be 

____________________ 
158 Ibid., 5. 
159 James K.A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation. 218. 
160 Dean, Almost Christian, 7. 
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“seeking the kingdom” above all else, and reproducing disciples of Jesus, then maybe 

church, as we know it, doesn’t really matter anymore. 

Someone once said that, “The church of today is in a discipleship crisis and for 

the most part, doesn’t even realize it!” Is the crisis because we don’t have the right 

“program” in place to achieve disciple development? Is our preaching and teaching off 

somehow? Or perhaps, we’re missing the mark of communicating what the focus of 

church needs to be: people who are fully dedicated in following Jesus as his disciples, 

fully dedicated to be like him, and fully dedicated to carry out his mission of disciple 

reproduction in the church and world. Is this important enough to be a wake-up call for 

our leadership and churches? I believe that it is that important. Perhaps, some of the 

church’s decline being experienced today, could have been lessened if we (the clergy) 

had been doing a better job of learning and training more disciples in being better 

followers of Jesus. 

Can an itch possibly be created to achieve a desire for what was discussed above? 

Can our congregations be inspired with a desire to deepen their discipling experience, and 

increase their motivation for a more fully committed life that is surrendered to Jesus? Yes 

it can, and it should be. How to create such an itch (as far as discipleship is concerned) is 

developed more in Chapter 3, Section 2, Analyzing an Existing Discipleship Experience; 

here my discovery of the Apprentice Series will be unpacked and analyzed. 

Ecclesiology and disciple development 

Before I leave this segment, I want to return to an important question I raised at 

the beginning of this chapter, How does my concern for using a particular 

process/methodology of discipleship development fit with the more traditional 

ecclesiology that sees the preaching of the word, the right administration of the 
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sacraments, and practice of discipline as being central to ecclesiology? I want to be clear 

about this for it has implications as to what it means to be “church.” 

I answer this question by saying: my understanding of the church and its historical 

and current practices, creeds, confessions, and government structure,161 and in particular, 

the more traditional ecclesiology that sees preaching of the word, right administration of 

the sacraments, and practicing discipline as being central to ecclesiology, is how I have 

been taught and have come to understand my role as a ministering-shepherd in Christ’s 

Church. In other words, be certain that I have no intentions of ignoring my role and 

responsibility as a pastor/minister for some other ecclesiology different from the above. 

Therefore, as one in a leadership role that involves the spiritual formation and 

development of those under my care, it would be negligent of me not to be looking for 

better or more productive ways to carry out those responsibilities. In an arena that holds 

many ways to go about the development of disciples of Jesus, I made it my project to look 

for some “best in practice” or particular process/methodology of discipleship 

development that Jesus had used, that perhaps would be of value. 

No doubt, in chapter 1, it was noticeable (ad nauseam) that I had couched the 

things Jesus did with his disciples, as being in the context of “communal activity.” I will 

now turn my attention to why this was/is of such importance. 

Of all that we do toward developing disciples, this is perhaps, the one piece of the 

puzzle that has inadvertently fallen off the table to the floor. And it can end up frustrating 

the puzzle enthusiast to no end. There’s nothing worse than coming to the end of a puzzle 

____________________ 
161 In The Reformed Church In America (my denomination), our Constitution (based upon rules that 

were originally adopted at the Synod of Dort in 1619) lists a three-fold ministry (offices) in the church of 
which I list just the First, Minister of God’s Word, whose responsibilities would include being the spiritual 
leader of the congregation(s) and as the title states, is charged with preaching/teaching, the Word, 
celebrating the Sacraments, and giving pastoral advice and counsel to his/her people.   
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and discovering that a piece is missing. In looking for that missing piece, a good place to 

start would be the larger community. 

The importance of community in the life of the church 

The word community has multiple meanings for the general society, and possibly 

just as many when used by Christians in describing the church as community. From the 

classical Latin word communitas we get the meaning “fellowship”- things held in 

“common.”162 Some words used to describe community are: “people of a common 

interest,” “living together in a common area,” “made up of various kinds of individuals,” 

“a smaller social group linked to a common characteristic living within the larger 

society,” “A people of fellowship.” These short societal word definitions of community 

(with a little tweaking added) can for the most part, be applied to help describe church 

community.  

What have scholars said concerning “community” as it relates to church, in 

particular, as experienced by the early church and what do they disclose concerning how 

we understand and experience community in the church today? What are the functions of 

community within the life of the church? And how do these functions help to sustain the 

church and its community: as a healthy, growing, and ever transforming organism 

through which God chooses to use for reconciliation, redemption, and interaction within 

society? 

I begin with a quote from Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s book, Life Together, 

“Christianity means community through Jesus Christ and in Jesus Christ. No Christian 

____________________ 
162 Webster’s New World College Dictionary: definition of “community.” 
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community is more or less than this. Whether it be a brief, single encounter or the daily 

fellowship of years, Christian community is only this”163 

Bonhoeffer saw Christianity and community as one in the same, when discovered 

in Jesus Christ. In description, you can’t have one without the other. He went on to say 

that, we belong to one another only through and in Jesus Christ. 

The more genuine and the deeper our community becomes, the more will 
everything else between us recede, the more clearly and purely will Jesus Christ 
and his work become the one and only thing that is vital between us. We have one 
another only through Christ, but through Christ we do have one another, wholly, 
and for all eternity.164 

Bonhoeffer saw Christian “community” as almost a sacrament of the church. He 

considered it to be holy, given by Christ to his church as a gifted privilege and 

responsibility to enjoy, do life, and experience fellowship, all within this community. He 

strove to practice correct and sacred communal living as laid out in scripture for himself 

and to teach others to learn to ‘live it faithfully’ as well. If Bonhoeffer’s ideas are correct 

(and I have no reason to doubt that they are), to understand Christianity as community, is 

key to Christ’s church. To not understand this may prevent the very essence of what 

community is and how it is to function. 

A definition often used for a “Christian community” describes a local church. 

This building can be found in any town or city in which the church resides and from 

which its people conduct its ministry. This understanding of “community” fits the 

verbiage already looked at as being a “people of a common interest living together in a 

common area, that enjoy fellowshipping and interacting with one another. This 

community is made up of various individuals of a smaller social group that is linked to a 

____________________ 
163 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together: a discussion of Christian fellowship (NY, Evanston, Harper & 

Row, 1954), 21. 
164 Ibid., 26. 
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common characteristic and living within the larger society. That seems to fit nicely, but 

how does it compare with the biblical understanding of community and the Church that 

God had in mind? 

In James Brownson’s book, The Promise of Baptism, he writes concerning the 

church: 

From the beginning, it was unimaginable that someone might become a Christian 
without also becoming a part of a church, a local gathering of disciples of Jesus. 
The union with Christ experienced by Christians also unites them to each 
other.”165 

Brownson’s description of the church parallels that of Bonhoeffer; to be in union 

with Christ is to be in union with other disciples. He elaborates on how this process 

begins with a person becoming a disciple of Jesus. They are first “drawn” by the Holy 

Spirit to come to God, repent of their sin, and recognize that Jesus, the very Son of God, 

died on the cross for them. It is Jesus who brought about the atoning work of redemption 

and salvation. They are given a new identity in Jesus who calls them to “follow him”. 

This is a huge commitment and is one that should not be taken lightly. The disciple of 

Jesus is “joined” with Christ and also “joined” to fellow Christians by the power of the 

Holy Spirit. And thus, all Christians joined to Christ are also joined to His church, the 

body of Christ. Brownson states the term “church”, ekklesia in the Greek, can also be 

translated “meetings” or “assemblies” and although never referred to as a building, does 

refer “to a specific group of people gathered in a particular place.” It could be a building 

or a home. Even though there are references to being the “people of God” that reach 

beyond the local gathering, the most common usage in the New Testament is more local 

____________________ 
165 James V. Brownson, The Promise of Baptism: An Introduction to Baptism in Scripture and the 

Reformed Tradition (Grand Rapids, MI.: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2007), 7. 
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and specific, referring to a group of Christians living close enough to one another to 

gather regularly as disciples of Jesus.”166  

The idea of “church” in its earliest sense of the term, is not just centered in the 

New Testament, but also finds its roots grounded in the Old Testament scriptures, as 

people who are God’s “called out ones” who gather or “assemble” to worship him.167 

God was in the business of calling people to himself as the “called out ones.” God called 

them out and promised (covenanted) with them to be their God and they would be His 

people. They become God’s covenant community and in so doing, they were given the 

task of bringing God to their world, they were “blessed to be a blessing” (Gen.12:2). 

Brownson writes: 

The Christian church is the continuation and extension of this purpose of God, 
begun with Israel long ago. The inclusion of Gentiles within the church is a new 
thing in the New Testament, but it is the same tree into which these Gentiles are 
now grafted (Rom. 11:17-24). God’s consistent purpose throughout all of history, 
as revealed in the Old and New Testaments, has been to gather a people, with 
whom God enters into a special relationship.168 

In further description of the New Testament church, he goes on to say that it is 

made up of called out “covenant” people of God, those who have been recipients of His 

kindness and mercy and now follow Jesus and his commands as his faithful disciples. In 

answer to that call they also seek to obey Jesus’ command and commission, to baptize 

and to be learning (other) disciples.  

We bring God’s blessing to our world, not as “all wise ones,” but as transformed 

people, who have received his grace and are eager to share what we have found in God 

with a world that needs his light. The Kingdom, that Jesus spent his entire life teaching 

____________________ 
166 Ibid., 9. 
167 Deuteronomy 4:10 is the first instance in the Bible that ekklesia is used in the Septuagint. This 

Greek term ekklesia, ἐκκλησία, means "summoned group" or literally, "they who are called out." 
168 Brownson, 10. 
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about, is something each Christian is called to live into so that we might live-out what we 

discover there in the world. “The church becomes a blessing to the world by being the 

sign, foretaste, and instrument of the Kingdom of God.”169 If God’s people, called by His 

name…lose sight of their calling and mandated mission, to go baptize and make 

disciples, the community will suffer.  

We’ve looked just briefly at a few hindrances to community but those are more 

because of our own shortcomings. What are some of the cultural factors that impede our 

community in today’s church? One factor might be our understanding of the term 

“membership” which has been shaped by cultural morphing over the years and is part of 

the problem. Membership to most 21st century people means joining something, like a 

fraternity, lodge, workout gym, or a book club. We anticipate that in our joining as a 

member, we are entitled to certain privileges and considerations in being a member. We 

are perhaps more interested in what we can get over certain responsibilities that may be 

required as well with that membership. Unfortunately this understanding of 

“membership” (brought over to the church), comes with diminishing returns, as it 

completely misses the true meaning of community. This mistaken understanding can 

ultimately hinder one’s personal involvement in the church as well as reduce the intended 

functionality of the body of Christ as stated earlier. Brownson addresses this problem of 

“membership” and states: 

This task is made more difficult by the complexities of language as it develops 
over time. When the New Testament was written, the word which we translate 
‘member’ (in Greek, melos) had only one clear and simple meaning: it referred to 
a part of the human body, most commonly an arm or leg. Prior to the emergence 
of Christianity, the Greek word was never used in a metaphorical sense to 

____________________ 
169 Ibid., 14-15. 
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describe persons who were part of an organization or group…in Paul’s day, 
‘member’ simply meant ‘body part.’170 

As Brownson suggests, through the changing of languages over time, we are more 

apt today to be influenced by how our culture has shaped and defined what a “member” is 

than what the original biblical intent was: individual parts of the body. This imagery 

helped people to recognize what it might mean to be an arm, leg, nose, ear, tongue, or 

foot. There was a need to see how each member is unique but not necessarily equal in 

giftedness. Equality is not the real issue here; the real key is one of “participation” as all 

parts of the body are needed if the body is to function properly. In other words, there 

must be an understanding that the body is a living, vital community which shares in the 

activity and practice necessary for a healthy church. We need each other, no matter what 

the giftedness is, so that the entire body might continually be built up and functioning in a 

healthy fashion with each part (member) doing its part. As we are joined by Christ into 

the church, we are also joined with each other in community, and this makes the “body” 

diverse. Brownson says “that diversity is part of God’s basic intention for the church.”171 

God’s humanity of creation, and in particular, the ones who call him by name and serve 

him and Christ’s church are the called out ones from all nationalities, ethnicities, and 

societies. The church is God’s great salad bowl of many, thus this inclusion of the church 

should be one of worldwide scope. Elsewhere in scripture Paul confirms that we need 

each other when he refers to “members” as being living and breathing building blocks 

(stones) that make up the church. Each follower of Jesus is gifted and filled by the Holy 

Spirit and he emphasized in his words, “I need the body and the body needs me.” It’s 

impossible to function alone as the Body of Christ. Paul also explains this in his analogy 

____________________ 
170 Ibid., 16. 
171 Ibid., 17. 
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of the body and the necessity of “all its parts” as being important for the healthy function 

of the body as a whole (1 Cor.12:4-7, 11-27). No man is allowed to be an island!172 If we 

continue in believing this incorrect understanding of “member” then we shall continue to 

unknowingly contribute to the dissolving nature of “community” in our church, by the 

disillusionment of seeing ourselves as people of entitlement.  

So far we have seen that “Community” and “Christianity” can be seen as one in 

the same, much like Christian and disciple. You really can’t have one without the other. 

The disciples of Jesus are joined to Christ and also to their fellow Christians by the work 

of the Holy Spirit. Each disciple of Jesus comes to life together in unity and purpose 

under the head of the Church, Jesus Christ. We gather or assemble together to worship 

the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit and as we do, we receive and give ministry to God and 

those who make up the Church. The Church is not like having membership in some club 

or organization, where the member expects to receive certain privileges, but is rather 

made up of many members or parts of a body, each spiritually gifted by God to minister 

to and receive ministry in return from the body. This is life together. We have been 

blessed to be a blessing within the church and within the world, and this mission given to 

us as disciples of Christ must never be forgotten and replaced by other things. To do so, 

would jeopardize our Community, and it would suffer. The Body (Christ’s church) is a 

living organism, and in order to have a functioning and healthy community, all parts need 

to participate in the “Body of Christ” and contribute to its well-being through the various 

gifts we have been blessed with by God through the Holy Spirit. 

____________________ 
172 This phrase originated with John Donne, a 17th Century English author who penned these words 

from his devotions which were written in 1624. The full saying is: ‘No man is an island, entire of itself; 
every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main…’ In other words, we are all a part and “member” 
of a community, so we should not act like our needs only belong or affect us. (This idiom may actually be 
older than John Donne’s 1624 usage). 
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Good practices (disciplines) are the glue that holds the community together 

Now I want to move on to explore what might be considered as good practices 

that are helpful in sustaining a healthy church community. Perhaps, we can find a hint of 

such practices for a healthy “community” coming from the experience of the early church 

as recorded in Acts 2:42, when three thousand plus individuals were added to the church 

rolls in one day. The experience of this large influx of believers was such that, there arose 

an immediate need for the development of good community practices. Thus, “…they 

devoted themselves (continued steadfastly) to the apostles' teaching and to the fellowship, 

the breaking of bread and to prayer.”173 As the newly formed church of Jesus was coming 

together, we find the Apostles gathering with new converts for fellowship and teaching, 

followed by practices that helped knit the community together. Such practices or spiritual 

disciplines174 included: prayer and the breaking of bread together. All this took place with 

a love for each other which was an enabling spiritual force. 

F.F. Bruce’s commentary on this passage of scripture suggests that, “The new 

believing community was, in fact, the remnant of the old Israel and at the same time the 

nucleus of the new Israel, the Christian church.” This salvation that came to them seems 

to validate what the prophet Joel had spoken of when he said a “remnant” would enjoy 

this salvation. Bruce went on to point out that, 

The three thousand converts were then formed into a distinct community, the 

apostolic fellowship, constituted on the basis of the apostolic teaching. The apostolic 

teaching was authoritative because it was the teaching of the Lord communicated through 

____________________ 
173 Acts 2:42 is referenced for an example of early community practices of the new evolving church. 
174 Dallas Willard, in his book The Spirit of the Disciplines, describes the disciplines as “conduits of 

the Spirit’s transforming grace.” 
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the apostles. In due course this apostolic teaching took written shape in the NT 

scriptures.175 

As the Holy Spirit was forming the community, so the apostolic teaching, guided 

by the Holy Spirit, led the apostles to lay the groundwork not only for what it meant to be 

a disciple of Jesus, but also for the early church’s undertaking in forming practices 

deemed necessary for a vital church community. As Bruce states, this “distinct 

community” of fellowship took form with the believers recognizing and submitting to the 

authority of the apostles who received their teaching from the Lord. The presented format 

that was put into practice at this local church was followed by other local churches and 

eventually found its way into later NT letters. Bruce further explores two of the practices 

that occurred in this early church group. 

The fellowship which this new community enjoyed was expressed in a number of 

practical ways, of which two are mentioned in v.42- ‘the breaking of bread and the 

prayers.’ The ‘breaking of bread’ here denotes something more than the ordinary 

partaking of food together: the regular observance of the Lord’s Supper is no doubt 

indicated.176 

Bruce explained that they did share meals together, but the “breaking of bread” 

points to the Eucharist which was the “significant element of the celebration.” And with 

respect to “the prayers” in which they took part together, “the primary reference is 

probably to their own appointed seasons for united prayer within the new community, 

although we know that they attended the public Jewish prayers as well (cf. Ch3:1).”177 

____________________ 
175 F.F. Bruce, The Book of the Acts, The New International Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1990, 3rd rev.), 79. 
176 Ibid., 79. 
177 Ibid., 79-80. 
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This newly organized church group of “called out” ones, “God’s gathered 

people,” demonstrated what community as the body of Christ might look like under the 

leadership of the apostles. Even though Bruce only addresses two of the “number of 

practical ways” in his commentary, I would like to suggest there are at least four basic 

components listed in this passage that they were practicing as a community. 

The four components or functions that possibly helped connect them as the 

“body” with all its “parts” functioning properly within community were: 

1) They continually devoted themselves to undertaking, understanding, and 

applying the apostles' teaching to their lives. 

2) They didn’t “neglect” but continually gathered together for fellowship. 

3) They continually attended to the breaking of bread. 

4) They continually attended to praying. 

They gave themselves to diligently accomplishing these four practices and it was 

something that was done corporately, as the newly formed body of Christ. It doesn’t take 

a scrutiny of the passage to figure out that these four tasks were something they did in 

community. These activities or tasks required community participation; they needed each 

other as they began living out their new life in Christ. And as they devoted themselves to 

communal and spiritual disciplines, God was at work accomplishing miraculous signs 

and wonders in their midst through the apostles… and all who believed were together. 

These four basic components or tasks (and there may have been others) taken on 

their own are only possible when lived out in the power of the Holy Spirit. Lives changed 

or transformed by the power and work of Christ, have first been joined to Him and 

second, joined to His church. But this is only part of the equation for a Christian 
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understanding of “community.” All of this would need to be bathed and carried out in 

love; love for God, love for each other, and love for Christ’s Church. This kind of love 

cannot be generated from out of our own resources or being. It can only be demonstrated 

or achieved by the love poured into our hearts by the operation and indwelling of the 

Holy Spirit as we cooperate in his will as sanctified vessels (I John 4:7-12,16). 

As one reads the rest of this passage in Acts 2, the Christian community was 

simply those who shared their love and commitment to Jesus as well as to their fellow 

brothers and sisters in Christ. And as they did this, their love for one another 

(demonstrated in the body), manifested the love and action of God himself. It is this that 

is hopefully noticed by the watching and skeptical world. Jesus said, “They will know 

you are my disciples by your love...” and they will know that we are the people of God, 

indwelt by the Holy Spirit, and committed followers of Jesus, the Son of God. 

We were made for each other with a desire to belong 

People, no matter what their religious or non-religious persuasion, have at the 

core of their being a deep desire for community, to belong together with others. All may 

not experience this desire with the same intensity, but does any healthy person really 

desire to be alone, all the time? It is most likely, as James Smith has said, one that is 

intuitive, a “gut” feeling, hidden somewhere down deep in the sub-consciousness level. 

It’s an ancient, primitive desire that needs to be real, connecting, and authentic. Where 

might it come from? It’s like a compass with a magnetic needle pointing us in the 

direction of home. It carries with it a sound of familiarity, a voice from a distant garden 

of a Genesis story long ago where the Creator once said; “It is not good for the man to be 

alone” (Genesis 2:18). It’s a call into relationship and fellowship with the Creator, other 

human beings, and all of creation whether animate or inanimate. It’s a desire planted 
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deeply within us by this same Creator, this one in whom all life and creation finds its 

beginning, fulfillment, and end. It’s His finger print on us as someone has creatively put 

it, as a sign and seal to remind us that we have been created in His image and likeness. 

It’s in this relationship, this “community of fellowship” that we find our ultimate purpose 

in being Human-“beings.”  This is one reason we have marriage and also the God-given 

gift of community in the church (like a sacrament), as addressed by Bonhoeffer. 

Putnam said it best, in referring to American society and its’ communities, and I 

echo this as well in referring to the church community of Christ-followers; “We need to 

reconnect with one another … it’s as simple as that!”178 But the “how-tos” to accomplish 

this may not be so simple. In fact it tends to be a bit more challenging for us to realize, 

obtain, and sustain. 

By now you may have figured out what the missing piece of the puzzle is and it 

most definitely concerns the community. But I am not ready to fully unveil it quite yet. 

  

____________________ 
178 Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone, 28. In his discussion that communities have been eroding away 

or even ending, he wanted to stress the need to continue seeking out some form of community; that we 
need community to be healthy and productive people. 
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Section 3, “How Well is the Church Doing in Disciple Development?” 

The score card is questionable 

An expensive and extensive survey was developed by a staff of experts in their 

respective fields of study at a large Chicago suburban church. The church was the Willow 

Creek Community Church located in South Barrington, Illinois, with an attendance of 

around 25,000 people. The goal was to discover which of their many activities and 

programs delivered the greatest spiritual growth in their congregants love for God and 

others? The surprising and disheartening results were unacceptable and helped the staff 

know that what they were doing (even though they thought it was excellent) wasn’t 

cutting it and they could do much better. Eighteen percent of their congregation indicated 

they had stalled spiritually and many were considering leaving, or had already done so. 

Some of their most mature desired to go deeper in their faith but were not being helped to 

the next level; they were considering leaving as well. They discovered many disconnects, 

but two were eye-openers: 1) Increased participation in church activities (by themselves) 

barely moved their people to love God and others more, and; 2) The many people who 

were dissatisfied were ready to move on and out of their church. 

Following their own study they chose to refine the research tools, which were 

professionally honed and resulted in a new survey, the REVEAL Spiritual Life Survey, 

which was made available to over one thousand congregations across the United States. 

The purpose was to help other churches discover if spiritual growth was taking place in 

their church and what areas may need some attention. The findings that came back from 

these churches gave the Willow team a chance to examine what were some of the “best 

practices” being employed by other churches. 
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After five years of researching the list of practices that resulted in spiritual 

growth, development, and transformation, there were three significant practices that rose 

to the top and were present in all of the successful churches’ endeavors. Those practices 

were: 1) The importance of embedding the Bible into the hearts of their congregants, 2) 

helping people to move from simply knowing Jesus to surrendering their lives to him, 

and 3) There was one common passion: they all had a single-minded focus on the 

importance of making disciples of Christ (italics added). 179  

In the Preface of their book, Move, (which contains the results of those 1,000 

churches that were polled) one of the authors states 

“Church work is extremely easy and incredibly hard. It’s easy because Jesus was 

crystal clear about the mission of the church: ‘Go and make disciples of all nations,’ he 

said, ‘baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and 

teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you’ (Matthew 28:19-20).” 

And he then added, 

So the purpose of our churches - our communities, as church leaders - is to help 
the people in our congregations to become disciples who obey Jesus by loving 
God and loving others. That’s what Jesus wants us to achieve, and it’s pretty 
straightforward, making the what the easy part of church leadership. For close to 
two thousand years, however, each new generation of Christian leaders has 
struggled to get a handle on the how: How do we foster the transformation of our 
people into disciples of Christ?180 

In an interview with RELEVANT MAGAZINE, Dallas Willard was asked: 

“What are the most critical challenges facing the modern church?” And he answered: 

In a way it’s very simple. The greatest challenge the church faces today is to be 
authentic disciples of Jesus. And by that I mean they’re learning from Him how to 
live their life, as He would live their life if He were they. So that means, whatever 

____________________ 
179 Greg L. Hawkins & Cally Parkinson, MOVE: What 1,000 Churches Reveal About Spiritual Growth 

(Grand Rapids, MI.: Zondervan publishing, 2011), 9, 194. 
180 Ibid., 12. 
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I am, whoever I am, I take Him into my whole life as my Lord. Lord means that 
He’s my teacher. Another way of putting this is to say that our greatest challenge 
is to recover Jesus the Teacher. You know, if you don’t have a teacher you can’t 
have a disciple. Disciples are just students. Unfortunately, it’s a long and 
convoluted story, but roughly over the last two hundred years, Jesus as Teacher 
has simply disappeared. Whether Liberal or Conservative, it doesn’t make any 
difference. This is the unfortunate fact, and it lies at the foundation of the efforts 
of many people today to find a different form for the Church. What has happened 
is Church ritual has replaced Discipleship. That’s the really big issue. 

I don’t want to put words in Willard’s mouth, for he was a much wiser man than 

I, but I can’t help but notice a correlation in what was discovered by the Willow Creek 

Church and what is suggested by Willard. In particular, two of the three listings of what 

all (surveyed) successful churches were doing which led to: spiritual growth, 

development, and transformation, were, “Helping people to move from simply knowing 

Jesus to surrendering their lives to him” and the one common passion, “They all had a 

single-minded focus on the importance of making disciples…” And Willard states, “What 

has happened is Church ritual has replaced Discipleship.” And then he offers this possible 

restoration for consideration, 

“How to recover Jesus the Teacher? That would mean, of course, that we’ve 

decided now that we’re actually going to do what He said. So then we would need to 

know how. The Church then would have, as their big project, to make this the center of 

what they do as churches.”181 

A return to recover Jesus as teacher, now that’s a novel thought that adds 

perspective. A reminder of what was said earlier, just as a rabbi needs disciples, a teacher 

needs students. Let us never assume we will graduate from the school of the Spirit, this 

____________________ 
181 Dallas Willard, “Subversive Interview” part 1, RELEVANT MAGAZINE. June 8, 2004. 

https://relevantmagazine.com/god/church/features/649-subversive-interview-dallas-willard-part-1 
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side of eternity. If we do entertain this thought, we truly have learned nothing. I like the 

way James K.A. Smith said it, concerning Jesus as teacher, 

“Jesus is a teacher who doesn’t just inform our intellect but forms our very loves. 

He isn’t content to simply deposit new ideas into your mind; he is after nothing less than 

your wants, your loves, your longings.”182 

Jesus our Lord, and yes, Master teacher, needs students, apprenticed-disciples to 

continue the work he has started. We need him as our constant teacher, filling our hearts 

with the desire and determination to see that this happens for all those within the walls of 

our churches. 

Another distraction of disciple development  

The importance of “community” was addressed in the last section, and is to be 

seen as important for the development of disciples. Pastors can get distracted from the 

important role of making disciples, and parishioners can get distracted from being 

disciples, or maturing as Jesus’ disciples. There’s another distraction that can hinder 

discipleship and create negative desire in our kingdom interests. This distraction is at the 

altars not found in the church. These altars can lead us into temptation by diverting our 

kingdom desires of following Jesus (in total surrender and obedience), to following other 

desires of the heart.183 

The concerns of cultural distraction 

James Smith argues in his book, Desiring the Kingdom, that culture knows how to 

introduce us to desires and passions of the heart, and it is here that the imaginations can 

____________________ 
182 James K.A. Smith, You Are What You Love: The Spiritual Power of Habit, 2.  
183 Jesus said, “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also” (Mt 6:21), and the Apostle 

Paul added, “Since then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is 
seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not earthly things”(Col 3:1-2).  
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run wild. “Everyone,” he insists, “is desiring to seek after and find some kingdom.” The 

problem for the Christian, as he sees it, is that desires may “direct us to strange gods, an 

alternative worship, and another kingdom.”184 These other kingdoms, if discerned 

correctly, are not what a disciple of Jesus should be desiring, at least not if the heart's 

desire is for God’s kingdom only. Smith, in his book You Are What You Love, adds this 

as it concerns what true heart desires of being a disciple of Jesus should look and feel 

like: 

So discipleship is more a matter of hungering and thirsting than of knowing and 
believing. Jesus’s command to follow him is a command to align our love and 
longings with his—to want what God wants, to desire what God desires, to 
hunger and thirst after God and crave a world where he is all in all—a vision 
encapsulated by the shorthand ‘the Kingdom of God.’185 

And our desire, to have it all, stems way back to a couple from a garden whose 

misplaced desire brought down God’s intended ‘community.’ This in turn brought great 

harm to their relationship with their Creator, each other, and all the rest of creation in 

which they lived. As was said earlier, community was God’s idea, and it’s very 

important, but it can also be very fragile. 

As noted by Robert Putnam, in his classic book, Bowling Alone: The Collapse 

and Revival of American Community,186 our “communities” of all kinds have either 

evolved to survive, died off because of “old age,” or were seen as not meeting the needs 

of today’s participants and abandoned. It seems to me, one of the concerns for today’s 

church should be focusing on the cutting edge of providing “community” experiences 

within and outside the church, for all ages. 

____________________ 
184 James K.A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom (Baker Academic, Grand Rapids, MI.), 75-76, 196. 
185 Smith, You Are What You Love: the spiritual power of habit, 2.  
186 Putnam, 28.  
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 The authors of the book, The Altars Where we worship, believe that mainline 

American religions have lost their standing as core entities entrusted with the task of 

“constructing, maintaining, and perpetuating morality, meaning, and community for 

modern society.”187 They explore how the “new altars” have been erected to replace the 

old altars. And as far as where they are getting the brick and mortar for such altars, it 

comes from “…The stuff of popular culture – namely, body and sex, entertainment, 

sports, politics, big business, science and technology – to supplement the role once 

occupied by traditional religion.”188 Along this line of thinking, Smith adds, 

“I think we should first recognize and admit that the marketing industry - which 

promises an erotically charged transcendence through media that connects to our heart 

and imagination - is operating with a better, more creational, more incarnational, more 

holistic anthropology than much of the (evangelical) church.”189 

Today’s American religious church-goers are helping themselves to a 

smorgasbord-buffet of varying non-religious offerings which when combined with their 

“not-as-tasty” religious dietary obligations, give them the feeling that they have dined 

well! And there seems to be no shortage of lines waiting to get through the doors and 

sample the world’s delights that produce (seemingly) satisfied customers. There is a new 

mind-set that is saying, “I guess you really can have your cake and eat it too!” The new 

reality is that the “altars” of the secular, post-modern world, are seen by Christians today 

as more appealing and fulfilling over the older traditional church altars they used to 

gather around. 

____________________ 
187 Juan and Stacey M. Floyd-Thomas, Mark G. Toulouse, The Altars Where We Worship, 4. 
188 Ibid., 4. 
189 Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 76 
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The church has been giving up sacred ground of “community” mostly by 

inattentiveness to its importance. We’ve somehow forgotten that this “community” that 

was made possible to us by our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, was a gift, and as 

Bonhoeffer saw it, a gift that may be as important as any of our sacraments. The problem 

is this gift seems to be ever slipping away in practice from being what it was intended to 

be in Christ’s Church. Community should be seen as vital to the functionality of the 

body; lose it, and the body becomes dis-jointed, unhealthy, dysfunctional, and potentially 

balancing on the edge of death. 

One cultural shift observed in younger generations, that’s having an effect on the 

local community, is that loyalty to the church (denomination) that their parents belonged 

to and they grew up in, does not carry over with them. This is echoed by several 

statistical studies, and authors such as Gibbs and Bolger, Kinnamen and Lyons, and the 

Pew Research Center. For the young emerging adult, it’s now become a personal choice 

as to what works best for the “emancipated self” as solitary individual. Each one must 

work out their own solutions to their spiritual quest. Thus, their religious beliefs are 

rooted in personal experience rather than in community identity.190 

There’s an emphasis today on “individualism” superseding the concerns and 

needs of the “community.” In this fast-paced, and ever-connected 21st century living, you 

can hear a person of the younger generation saying something like, “I want it my way or 

the highway!” and “I want it now!” This would be true of their social interaction, 

information needs, and yes, even their requirement for fast food. The commercial 

industries get it and capitalism drives it; there’s an appeal to hearts and minds as their 

____________________ 
190 Eddie Gibbs, Ryan K. Bolger, Emerging Churches: Creating Christian Community in Postmodern 

Cultures (Baker Academic Books, Grand Rapids, MI.), 23. 
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advertisements solicit desire: “I want my money and I want it now!” or, as it may concern 

a hamburger and fries, “Have it your way!” An appeal is even made for one’s desire for 

some needed rest, “You need a break today…” and for us older folks, there’s always, 

“Calgon, take me away!” On and on it goes, and it works, or they wouldn’t be making 

those costly ads. It may also reflect how today’s youth (or adults for that matter) handle 

their presence at church. Don’t be surprised if they’re thinking, “It’s my way or the 

highway,” and if they’re not getting what they want, when they want it, they may have 

already exited the church and taken to the asphalt in search of new and more promising 

experiences. 

These societal and cultural luring, combined with trends “it’s all about me ‘i’-

deology,” and self-satisfaction, will eat away at the essential “communal” core aspects of 

the church, and this sad state of affairs goes against everything our Lord has taught us to 

be and to do. It’s not all about the individual, it’s about the community. 

In the introduction of the book, The Altars Where We Worship, the authors in 

looking at today’s religious practices suggest: 

Religion is important to Americans. But the religion we practice is often not the 
religion we confess. . . . Americans believe, first, in a serviceable God. We want a 
God who meets our needs…where we can get good service. . . .we want a friendly 
God, who blesses us as we become comfortable, wealthy, and successful. . . .we 
find blessing in a community of like-minded seekers. Traditional religion is being 
fundamentally challenged in ways previous generations would never have dared 
to imagine. Americans secure order for their lives, find moral guidance, and 
uncover life’s meaning in cultural locations their grandparents most likely tried to 
avoid.191 

Change will continue to occur in our culture, society, and institutions; that is 

inevitable. We are immersed in our culture. Similar to automatically breathing air to live, 

we are not always consciously aware of the process that is happening or its impact on our 

____________________ 
191 Floyd-Thomas, Toulouse, The Alters Where We Worship, 1, 4. 
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lives. James Hunter, an American sociologist and prominent figure in the sociology of 

religion and culture, makes this observation as it concerns our Christian impact upon 

culture. “It is not so much individual hearts or minds that move cultures but cultures that 

ultimately shape the hearts and minds and, thus, direct the lives of individuals.”192  

Culture in a society is not evil in and of itself but it needs to be understood with a 

discerning mind and heart as prompted by the Holy Spirit. James K. A. Smith states we 

don’t know how to “value” or make good thoughtful decisions so as to desire the best 

endeavors of seeking after God’s kingdom. He warns that if culture is not looked at 

carefully, with spiritual discernment, it can be a dangerous proposition. 

We will need to make conscious and intentional decisions based on God’s 

kingdom and our beliefs in that kingdom, as to what things of this world we will partake 

of and what should remain off our menu for reasons of good health, well-being of spirit, 

and fitness to bring the love of God and his Gospel to our world. Christians are called to a 

different standard; called to realistically “live in” this world, but forever being faithful to 

the call of being a different “counter-cultural” kingdom.193 The tension and pull can be 

strong in both directions, and there’s no denying that this world, with its mix of social 

patterns, cultural patterns, and personal behavior patterns, has and will continue to 

muscle itself into the lives of many an unsuspecting Christian (both young and old) if 

they’re not diligent and paying attention to what really matters. And it’s here that Smith 

____________________ 
192 James Davison Hunter, To Change the World: The Irony, Tragedy, and Possibility of Christianity in 

the Late Modern World (Oxford University Press), preface of the book. 
193 1 Jn 2:15-17; Ro 12:2, Jas 4:4. We are not “of” this world as Christians anymore, but we have been 

sent back “into” the world as God’s people who have found the light and now carry it back into a darkened 
world to show others the way into His kingdom. Jesus' prayer, as they live in the world, “protect them from 
the evil one” and “sanctify them” (set them apart) “in the truth...your Word (Jn 15:15). 
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reminds us, Discipleship, we might say, is a way to curate your heart, to be attentive to 

and intentional about what you love.194 

James, most likely the brother of Jesus, wrote in his New Testament letter a 

warning to the dispersed Jewish-Christians, “…keep oneself from being polluted by the 

world” (James 1:27, NIV). Seems like good, sound, and sobering advice for today’s 

Christians who find themselves enjoying the experience of feeding on pluralistic culinary 

delights at “other altars.” This is a mistake that was demonstrated over and over again 

with disastrous consequences for God’s people of the Old Testament. If we are seriously 

desiring to be disciples of Jesus, then other altars are not the place where our desires 

should be focusing. 

We need to be on high alert, guarding our hearts and minds, taking every thought 

captive so as not to be deceived by the alluring call of other gods and other altars.195 

If what Hunter and Smith say is true, we need to understand culture as more than 

just the ideas of hearts and minds of individuals moving to try and shape guide, and 

correct culture, for in the end, when all is said and done, it is culture that has the final say. 

It is culture that we’re immersed in that ultimately shapes us and attempts to direct our 

lives. Culture is deeply involved in a formative process.196 So perhaps the church’s best 

shot is: not to take aim at today’s culture, or figure out how to change it, or just avoid it 

entirely, but rather to set our sights on spiritual formation. To find ways to assist, educate, 

and equip Christians to focus on their personal Kingdom calling and God-directed goals. 

____________________ 
194 Smith, You Are What You Love, 2. 
195 See Philippians 4:7; 2 Corinthians 10:5; 1 John 4:1 
196 What I state here should be balanced with how an anthropologist understands culture from a much 

different perspective, that is, a human society forms a culture that facilitates their interactions (language), 
lends meaning to actions and thoughts, etc., and that society perpetuates, modifies and transmits that culture 
to future generations. Culture does not have an independent existence over against society.  



 

139 
 

Thus, we give them tools: to think clearly, ask intelligent questions, understand their own 

Biblical positioning, and thereby have the freedom to embrace, not avoid our culture, but 

be able to do so in a discerning way and not to get distracted from ones’ Kingdom goals. 

Similar to James K.A. Smith’s basic point, I share the words of an American 

essayist, lecturer, philosopher, and poet of the mid-19th century: 

A person will worship something, have no doubt about that….That which 
dominates our imaginations and our thoughts will determine our lives, and our 
character. Therefore, it behooves us to be careful what we worship, for what we 
are worshipping we are becoming. (Ralph Waldo Emerson) 

May our worship always be directed toward our Lord Jesus so that what we are 

worshipping we are becoming - his obedient, and loyal discipling-apprentices sent out 

into this world to learn others of Jesus; that they too would go and do likewise.
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Chapter 3: Contemporary Discipling: Fostered in a Communal 
Approach, Using Jesus’ Methods of Discipleship Development 

The leadership of the local congregation, the ministering elders and overseers, 
must recognize that the primary candidates for discipleship are the people who are 
already there. And they must recognize that the first step in leading the people 
who are there to become apprentices of Jesus is for the ministering elders and 
overseers to be apprentices of Jesus. 

Dallas Willard 
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Reviewing where we’ve been: 

In chapter one, to fully comprehend the term disciple as used in Jesus’ day, an 

exegetical study of Matthew’s gospel was conducted by examining: What constituted a 

New Testament disciple and rabbi and more importantly, what similarities and 

differences were there between a disciple of Jesus and other rabbis’ disciples? There 

were basic similarities in how disciples of that day related to their rabbis, whether they 

were John’s disciples, other rabbis’ disciples or Jesus’ disciples. 

All disciples that were chosen gave their highest respect and dedication to their 

master-teacher and submitted themselves to his leadership and training. It was a 

commitment to live like their rabbi; to be and do what their rabbi did and to learn what 

their rabbi taught. They dedicated themselves to carrying on the work of their rabbi even 

after he was gone. Jesus’ disciples, as all other disciples of rabbis, were called to be 

apprentices under their rabbis’ watchful eye and training.197 But Jesus’ disciples would 

always be apprentices and disciples under their Master and Lord whereas other rabbis’ 

disciples would eventually graduate to potentially become rabbis themselves, following 

in the footsteps of their rabbis. Jesus forbids his disciples to become, or be called a rabbi; 

that was not the goal he had in mind for them. His call was for them to become disciples, 

and then he commissioned his disciples to go and “disciple the nations.” In chapter 2, an 

attempt was made to examine how we do Church today by comparing what we are doing 

with what Jesus did. A closer look at his discipling revealed there was a methodology to 

his approach in developing disciples. I suggested that it would be worth our while to 

____________________ 
197 Even though the term “apprentice” does not appear in our English translations, the Greek form, a 

“disciple,” μαθητής (mathētēs), and verb, to disciple, back in Jesus’ day, bear the same meaning of an 
apprentice today and could be used to translate the Greek. An “apprentice,”one who learned and practiced a 
trade under the watchful eye and skill of the Master “craftsman.” (See previous chapter 1, pgs. 4-6). David 
R. Bauer, The New Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, Vol.2, 128.  
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consider using similar methodologies in our own efforts to develop disciples. One area of 

concern was raised that potentially diminishes our discipling efforts; I identified it as a 

“commitment deficiency.” Our commitment level, in being a disciple of Jesus, falls far 

short of what the commitment level of Jesus’ initial disciples was like. Then, three 

discipling models used in our churches today were explored, as well as the need for tools 

to try and measure if what we are doing in our discipling efforts is in fact resulting in 

transformation, spiritual growth, and character development as found in several New 

Testament passages. A few distractions to discipleship development included a snap-shot 

of how culture has not only changed in how we do life but also how we do church, for 

better or worse. And like it or not, we find ourselves “immersed” in our culture, and that 

will require discernment on our part. If we’re not careful, we may find ourselves visiting 

other altars, which most likely will not line up with our kingdom interests or goals. 

There’s a continual need for understanding our ever-changing culture. In paying 

attention to the culture we may learn how to be more effective and faithful to Christ’s 

calling and mission. One way to be effective may require some change on the Church’s 

part, and we’ll need to free ourselves from the proverbial trap, “but we’ve always done it 

this way,” before any real change can occur.198 And one way to be faithful is to maintain 

and present Biblical truth as found in the Scriptures, even if the form of that presentation 

may change to be more effective. 

The younger generations, such as the Millennial generation, offer us a chance to 

take our pulse, to see how well we are doing at “doing church.” The data collected (which 

keeps coming in), reveals the church is not doing as well as we may have thought. In fact, 

____________________ 
198 “If we always do what we have always done, then we will always get what we have always gotten.” 

The person who may have coined this phrase is highly debatable, but I like it!  
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through the eyes and ears of this younger generation, we are coming up short for what 

these young adults are searching for in a church. Millennials, who call themselves 

Christian, have a desire for an honest and experiential life with God that actually makes a 

difference in how they live their lives. They’re buzz word is, “authentic.” If church could 

involve a more disciple-like approach (they like being mentored), and couched within a 

communal setting, then scripture would stand a much better chance of being built into 

their lives, and this type of experience would be for them, more authentic and real. 

I believe this generation’s searching and disappointment with the church is in part 

due to the lack of our efforts in making disciples. This may account as one of the 

underlying reasons Millennials have been exiting our churches, or for that matter other 

age groups, in search of greener pastures. Will we see and make corrective changes in 

time to possibly dwindle such departures? And although this “dwindling” is not the 

ultimate aim for us to do a better job of discipling, it should be a matter that concerns and 

motivates all of us to be paying attention.199 

Jesus’ parting word of mandate to his apprentice-disciples should be the real 

motivator for us to refocus our efforts by rethinking our methodologies, and discovering 

better strategies to carry out his work of mission and discipling. In my opinion we can 

always do better in our efforts to be about the business of disciple development. 

All the preceding work finds its culmination with a closer look at what the church 

and its leaders might want to consider adding to their practices to obey the mandate of 

Jesus to “Go and make disciples of all nations…” but first, an honest look at some of the 

problems encountered in trying to carry out this mandate. If there’s a heart's desire to take 

____________________ 
199 For a listing of concerns the Millennial generation listed regarding their experience in the organized 

church, see Appendix B. The information was compiled through surveys conducted by the Barna Group. 
Millennials are those American adults ranging from 15-32 and spanning the years of 1984-2001. 
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the Lord’s command to “make disciples,” then what follows will hopefully add some 

practical insights for ways to rethink how to refocus and go about that work.  

As was mentioned earlier, with all that we are doing toward developing disciples, 

perhaps there is one very important piece of the puzzle that has inadvertently fallen off 

the table to the floor; a piece which may make all the difference in our discipling efforts.  

In this chapter, I will explore and discuss the importance of what Jesus demonstrated to 

be a most effective communal approach, and it’s worth rediscovering.  

Overview 

Section 1 addresses problems that could occur when the Church does not attempt 

or succeed in making disciples. Section 2 explores the problems encountered in trying to 

make disciples. Section 3 considers how do we make disciples in a smaller setting? I 

examine how adults learn as a good place to begin, and behaviors, strategies, and 

methodologies, are explored. Section 4 analyzes an existing discipleship experience 

(Apprentice Series) that contains beneficial methodology. Section 5 addresses the need 

for evaluative tools to discover if the desired outcomes of making disciples are being 

realized. 

“Do as I say, not as I do!” This is not how Jesus made disciples. 
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Section 1: The Problem of Not Making Disciples 

A thought: if the leadership of the Church had an understanding of what some of 

the consequences might be for failure to disciple, then that should be an incentive to 

heighten the necessity to evaluate what they are doing. 

Is the problem one of not understanding what Jesus told us to do as recorded in 

Matthew’s account of the “Great Commission?” I hardly think so. There is sufficient 

biblical exegetical work to bring to light an understanding of what Jesus said to do in this 

last chapter of that Gospel.200 And frankly, you don’t have to be a rocket (exegetical) 

scientist to grasp what Jesus was calling us, as his disciples, to do and be. 

So what might be some of the consequences for not making disciples in our 

churches? First and foremost, the church risks losing the centrality of its purpose in the 

world. That purpose is to be “learning” others into Jesus, helping them grow, and 

mentoring them as his disciples. 

In Breen’s book, Building a Discipling Culture, he reflects on being missional, 

today’s spiritual buzz word in the church. 

People want to create missional churches or missional programs or missional 
small groups. The problem is that we don’t have a ‘missional’ problem or a 
leadership problem in the Western church. We have a discipleship problem. If you 
know how to disciple people, you will always get mission…somewhere along the 
way we started separating being ‘missional’ from being a disciple, as if somehow 
the two could be separated.201 

What Breen states here is what has been explored earlier and resembles a 

mathematical relation: if A=B and B=C, then A=C. That is, if a person is a believing 

____________________ 
200 I found my research to be of value in using: Frederick Dale Bruner, Matthew: A Commentary; 

Davies, W.D. & Allison, D.C. Matthew. (International Critical Commentary); David R. Bauer, The New 
Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, Vol.2; Ulrich, Luz, Matthew: A Commentary, to name a few of the 
many critical commentaries (for more information refer back to chapter one). 

201 Breen, 11-12. 
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follower of Jesus, then that person is a disciple of Jesus. If that person is a disciple of 

Jesus, then that person is called to be missional through Jesus’ mandate given to his 

disciples. Therefore, if a person is a believing follower of Jesus, then that person is called 

to be missional through Jesus’ mandate given to his disciples. 

If Christians don’t comprehend that as disciples they are called to reproduce new 

disciples (which will involve personal evangelism), then where will tomorrow’s or for 

that matter, today’s Church be? In other words, if the leadership of the church fails to 

help people understand the full ramifications of their call to be disciples, we do them, the 

church, and Jesus’ mission a damaging disservice. 

Secondly, Christians today may not grasp the full meaning of what it means to be 

a disciple of Jesus, and often a deep commitment to him may be missing. This perhaps 

might lead to a stunted faith journey that is only half-heartedly pursued, and a radical 

submission to his Lordship and mission may not be seen as a priority in the life of the 

believer. 202 The disciple is not only to be completely committed to Jesus, but is also 

called to make other disciples. To do this requires some teaching of new converts to 

“observe” (τηρεῖν: literally, to keep/guard) all that Jesus has commanded us to do 

(Matt.28:20). If a person is to “teach” this to others, then these observances must first be 

experienced in their own life. They will have to be taught by someone who knows what 

____________________ 
202 With respect to “radical,” I like Eugene Peterson’s translation of Philippians 3:7-11. It reads: “The 

very credentials these people are waving around as something special, I'm tearing up and throwing out with 
the trash—along with everything else I used to take credit for. And why? Because of Christ. Yes, all the 
things I once thought were so important are gone from my life. Compared to the high privilege of knowing 
Christ Jesus as my Master, firsthand, everything I once thought I had going for me is insignificant—dog 
dung. I've dumped it all in the trash so that I could embrace Christ and be embraced by him. I didn't want 
some petty, inferior brand of righteousness that comes from keeping a list of rules when I could get the 
robust kind that comes from trusting Christ—God's righteousness.10-11I gave up all that inferior stuff so I 
could know Christ personally, experience his resurrection power, be a partner in his suffering, and go all 
the way with him to death itself. If there was any way to get in on the resurrection from the dead, I wanted 
to do it.” The Message, NavPress, Colorado Springs, CO. 1993, 416. 
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Jesus has commanded us to be and similarly to demonstrate by example what he intended 

us to do. This is how Jesus’ truths and commands will need to be handed down to new 

disciples. The “doing” may actually be more important than the “knowing.” 

Failure to be taught or grasp this will most likely lead to a life that is not living 

into all that Jesus required of us. One’s spiritual journey will come up short of what it 

was intended to be; the end result being a less-than committed life to him as Lord and to 

others as fellow disciples of Jesus.203 Other collateral damage may include a less than 

desirable servant’s heart as it concerns involvement with and service to fellow Christians 

and the church. 204 It’s not a secret that on average only about 20% of congregants get 

fully involved in the life and service of their church, which has the potential for such 

individuals to overload and eventually burn-out, and pastors are not excluded. 205 

Finally, and tragically, congregants who have not been properly discipled by their 

leaders or invested in their own spiritual growth may find themselves edging toward the 

church’s doors with thoughts that “the grass is looking greener” someplace else. Perhaps 

this happens because they are not willing to do the work that is necessary for spiritual 

growth and think they will not be pressured to do so at the next place. Or, maybe the next 

place will hold what they are looking for, whatever that may be? And if there’s nothing 

left holding them at their present church, then their thinking will most likely turn into an 

actual exodus from their current church. This is not the only problem that faces the 

____________________ 
203 See: John 10:10; Romans 5:17; Eph 3:14-19, scriptures concerning a deeper and more satisfying 

life.  
204 See: Matthew 20:25-28; John 13:1-17; Peter 4:8-11, 5:2-3. 
205 Mainline Protestants and Catholics are least involved in their congregations. Just 20% of mainline 

Protestants are highly involved. And among Catholics, 16% are highly involved. From an article, “Church 
involvement varies widely among U.S. Christians” (Nov. 16, 2015), Pew Research Center. 
(http://pewrsr.ch/1MMUHNO) A detailed chart and explanation is included in Appendix A. 
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leadership of the church. The pursuit of making disciples has its own unique set of 

problems as well. 

Section 2: Exploring the Problems Encountered in 
Trying to Make Disciples 

In Dallas Willard’s book, Renovation of the Heart, he addresses what we would 

expect to find in the lives of those gatherings of disciples of Jesus in the local church. His 

basis is found in Ephesians chapters 4-6 as it speaks to the “household of God.” 

“A reasonable response might be that these local congregations would be entirely 

devoted to the spiritual formation of those in attendance – to the ‘renovation of the 

heart’… This seems to have been Paul’s idea, and he, more than any other, was given the 

role of defining the church, this new thing on earth, the non-ethnic people of God.”206 

In Ephesians 4:12-16, Willard cites that we’re to be built up, arriving at a coherent 

faith and full knowledge of the Son of God – a completed human being, measured in 

terms of the stature of the fullness of Christ, and in speaking the truth in love we are to 

grow up in every respect into Christ. He says this represents the Church; it’s not an 

impossible dream. It has been done in the past and can still be done today if our efforts 

are turned in the right direction. 

“And that direction would be one that makes spiritual formation in Christlikeness 

the exclusive primary goal of the local congregation. This is what one would naturally 

expect after having read what Paul says – and indeed, after having read what Jesus sent 

his world revolutionaries out to do (Matthew 28:18-20).”207 

____________________ 
206 Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart: Putting on the Character of Christ (Nav Press/Tyndale 

House publication, 2002, 2012), 233, 234. 
207 Ibid., 235 
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The reality however, is this primary goal may not be receiving the attention it 

needs in today’s churches. Willard goes on to say, “What would they [the local church] 

do better to omit, and what do they need more of?” He blames “distractions” as the cause 

for not majoring in the “principles and absolutes” of the New Testament church for a 

minoring in lesser priorities.208 Although Willard doesn’t go on to list examples of 

distractions of lesser priority, he cites Leith Anderson who notes that contemporary 

church life contains issues dealing with architecture, pulpits, lengths of sermons, rules for 

Sunday school, style of music, order of worship, times to gather, camps, pastor’s 

conferences, board meeting minutes, and dare I add, the color of the carpeting, paving the 

parking lot, or a host of other such things. Important… maybe; highest priority…hardly. 

It’s easy to point blame and criticize church leadership, but Willard knows the 

many issues and distractions clergy face, and in his soft-spoken and humble way adds, 

I rarely ever meet anyone in a leadership position among Christ’s people today 
who is not doing his or her very best to serve Christ in the best way he or she 
knows how – usually sacrificially, and frequently with much good effect. But we 
need to understand how we can do better – and better, I think, by standards with 
which there will be little disagreement.209 

To be both better and realistic the following areas are identified as problems that 

may also arise in our attempt to make disciples. 

One potential problem is we don’t always know what a disciple of Jesus should 

look like today. It’s been some two thousand plus years since Jesus went about making 

his disciples and a lot of history and cultural change has occurred since then. As 

mentioned earlier, the church rarely even uses the term “disciple” any more. Maybe the 

most difficult problem leadership faces today (if we were brutally honest), is we don’t 

____________________ 
208 Ibid., 236. 
209 Ibid., 235. 



 

150 
 

know how to make disciples other than through our preaching or classroom offerings! We 

assume we know how to disciple others – but most of us don’t. How can you pass along 

something you may not have experienced yourself? We go about ministry as if we know 

how to do this but it rarely comprises all that Jesus was doing to make disciples. And the 

truth is it often doesn’t result in the desired transformation we expected.  

For most of us clergy coming through seminary, there wasn’t a class offered on 

“Making Disciples – 101,” thus we may struggle in knowing just how to go about this in 

our congregations.210 Also, depending on our congregation’s make-up, other dimensions 

of potential problems may also need to be considered and addressed before proceeding. 

Another block our thoughts may entertain is we don’t have the time or the 

resources to fully engage in making disciples. It takes time, lots of it, to invest in the 

making of disciples, especially if it involves one-on-one mentoring. Many clergy, being 

the only employed leader of a small church, find themselves spread thin in trying to keep 

up with just the day-to-day administration. To focus the time needed to make disciples 

just doesn’t make it to the top of the priority list. If making disciples is to be a priority, 

then this will require more participation from the congregation to free up their pastor for 

that endeavor. Even in a large church, with employed staff leadership, the focus of one 

person spearheading discipleship might be necessary. Even with that arrangement, all 

other staff must be on the same page if discipling is to succeed; this needs to be a 

collaborative effort. 

Clergy may find themselves throwing up their hands in frustration and thinking 

“Why even bother trying to make disciples, my efforts thus far have produced little 

____________________ 
210 I was pleased to recently learn that “discipleship” may be experiencing a new wave of come-back in 

our seminaries. This appears to be true at Western Theological Seminary in some of the classes being 
offered. (WTS is one of the Reformed Church in America’s seminaries located in Holland, Michigan). 
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transformation that I can see, and my congregation seems to be mostly apathetic to the 

cause anyway!” Human nature causes us to react this way. If we don’t see results in our 

sustained efforts, it might be best to focus on something else. The old adage, “If at first 

you don’t succeed…” gets thrown out in frustration. The problem might be, not in what 

we are attempting to do, but rather, in how we are attempting to do it. 

There are other problems that exist in trying to make disciples, but I will close 

with this one: “Maybe if I just ignore the problem of making disciples, it will just go 

away.” In my pastoral experience, I have been there and tried to do that, and it doesn’t go 

away, and it won’t. The Spirit will not let you off the hook on this one. It’s just 

something we have to face head on; find a way to deal with it and see that it gets done. 
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Section 3: How Do You Make a Disciple in a Small Group Setting? 

Where does one begin? If you are thinking about introducing a small-group 

discipling process into the life of your church, you’ll need to be prepared for the 

challenge. Truth is, this is a tough assignment, and it will not be easy. There will be some 

opposition as mentioned in the last section (maybe with staff and/or congregation) and 

maybe even from within you. If you’re the lead on this, you may have your own doubts 

of tackling this daunting task. Therefore, I would suggest quieting yourself before God, 

and let it begin with prayer. Jesus prayed when he sought out the Father’s will. He got 

away often to be alone and pray, and it was usually in the early hours of the day. His 

twelve disciples were not always privileged to hear what he prayed but a strong 

possibility exists that he was checking in to ascertain, what the agenda for the day was to 

look like, and that it aligned with his Father’s will before proceeding.211 So begin by 

praying, it certainly can’t hurt, and it may provide the direction and clarity you will need 

to proceed. Maybe you will be told to wait, maybe to begin. 

Creating a discipleship experience takes some intentional planning 

Discipleship development doesn’t happen on its own; to think so is to be naïve. It 

will involve intentional strategic planning on the part of church leaders if we hope to see 

disciples growing in Christ Jesus and flourishing in the church and world. 

So, before examining the Apprentice Series, as one small group discipleship 

experience for a church, a basic understanding of how adults learn would be helpful. By 

exploring these various components, considered effective for adult learning, the benefit 

will become evident when the Apprentice Series methodology is later discussed. 

____________________ 
211 Jesus’ times of prayer: Mark: 14:32-36; (Matt. 26:36-39; Luke 22:39-42). 
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Jesus employed some excellent methods in the development of his initial 

disciples, and he did it without the advantages of all the resources that are available to us 

today. Many of those methods of learning are still being taught in our educational 

institutions of higher learning. Exploring such methodology and then incorporating it will 

help make the difference between a well-crafted discipleship experience, and one that is 

just mediocre. 

The following condensed observation of human experience suggests some social 

and psychological ways adults learn; this is useful to know and provides practical 

application for creating a learning environment. Granted, a learning environment does not 

make a disciple, but a good learning environment helps set the stage for the disciple to 

focus and make better applications within the learning process. Jesus was a master at this. 

Presumably, not all of his teaching environments were thought out in advance but were 

impromptu, but perhaps several were designed for the learning Jesus wanted to bring to 

his disciples. 

As I examine various ways adults learn, I will compare each dimension of 

learning with what Jesus did in developing his original small group of disciples. 

1) Adults have a lot of life experiences to draw from concerning their 

own learning, which most will enjoy sharing with others. 

We can refer to it as our “stories,” and everyone has a story to tell, at least their 

own story. These stories usually connect with how we have matured through our 

learning; whether in schools of higher education, or in the school of “hard knocks.” Our 

stories are a huge part of who we are. 

Pamela Rutledge, cites psychological reasons why stories are so powerful: 
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Stories are about collaboration and connection. They transcend generations, they 
engage us through emotions, and they connect us to others. Through stories we 
share passions, sadness, hardships and joys. We share meaning and purpose. 
Stories are the common ground that allows people to communicate, overcoming 
our defenses and our differences. Stories allow us to understand ourselves better 
and to find our commonality with others. 212 

The joys, hardships, and tragedies of life that we all experience can help us 

connect with ourselves, and in turn, with others in the stories of our lives. It can connect 

the hearers in ways that raise our feeling levels of compassion and empathy as we listen 

and are drawn into the stories of others, potentially creating a bonding experience with 

yet “unknown” people. Dr. Rutledge goes on to share: 

Stories are how we think. They are how we make meaning of life. Stories are how 
we explain how things work, how we make decisions, how we justify our 
decisions, how we persuade others, how we understand our place in the world, 
create our identities, and define and teach social values…Within the context of 
the story arc we can withstand intense emotions because we know that resolution 
follows the conflict. We can experience with a safety net. Stories are the pathway 
to engaging our right brain and triggering our imagination. By engaging our 
imagination, we become participants in the narrative. We can step out of our own 
shoes, see differently, and increase our empathy for others. Through imagination, 
we tap into creativity that is the foundation of innovation, self-discovery and 
change. Stories are how we are wired....213 

There’s a comforting feeling in knowing we are not alone in this journey of life 

and others (similar to us or not) have also experienced crisis and joy in their own lives. 

Sharing our stories can bring down walls of social uneasiness in a newly organized 

group, easing some vulnerability as the waters are tested for safety within the confines of 

that group. The telling of our stories gives others the opportunity to enter into the 

____________________ 
212 Pamela Rutledge, Ph.D., M.B.A., is Director of the Media Psychology Research Center and faculty 

in the media psychology program at Fielding Graduate University, where she designs and teaches courses 
on brand psychology, transmedia storytelling, audience engagement, and corporate social responsibility for 
brand extension. Her observations appeared in an article, “The Psychological Power of Storytelling” (The 
Media Psychology Blog, January 16, 2011). https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/positively-
media/201101/the-psychological-power-storytelling?collection=67103 

213 Rutledge, “The Psychology of Storytelling,” an article, 2019. http://athinklab.com/the-
psychological-power-of-transmedia-storytelling/ 
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mysteries, life experiences and complexities of our life. In sharing our stories within a 

group, the potential exists that we may change a narrative or two of our own, after 

hearing someone else’s narrative that challenges us to examine a truth that we hadn’t 

considered before. 

How does this relate to Jesus, and his disciples’ experience? Oh to have been the 

“fly on the wall” at some of Jesus’ fire-side chats with his boys. What a diverse group 

Jesus selected for his disciples. We know very little about these men except from what 

we learn in Mark’s gospel.214 Simon Peter, James, John, and Andrew were fishermen. 

Matthew (Levi) was a tax collector for the Roman Government, and Simon the Zealot 

was involved in a movement to overthrow Roman rule over the Jews, and by whatever 

means necessary to bring relief. We also know that Jesus chose these twelve to be his 

disciples, and it was not by accident. I can only imagine some of the arguments that may 

have occurred because of the politically and socially opposite thinking that was 

represented. Imagine, as they shared their stories in the context of a small group (with the 

presence of Jesus to keep it safe), a collaborative connection occurred that transcended 

social and political barriers. This is obviously an argument from silence, but even so, can 

we not ponder that these diverse apprentices engaged each other through their emotions, 

life stories, and differences? That they were challenged to examine their own narratives 

to see how accurate and true they were, as they learned to step out of their own shoes to 

take a walk in someone else’s shoes. Connect that with Jesus’ guidance plus his stories, 

and these disciples began to connect with each other in a commonality that forged them 

together in unity and mission. Their small communal life with Jesus, was the unifying 

factor. 
____________________ 

214 Mark 3:13-15, 1:16-20 (also Matt. 9:9). 
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And I can’t think of a better teacher who recognized and capitalized on the art of 

storytelling to direct our attention to, than Jesus the Christ, Rabbi and Son of God. If 

there was/is anyone who knew how to draw a person into a story in such a way that 

brought you to a place of decision or action, it was him. Jesus had a way of meeting 

people where they were in their life journeys, helping them look at themselves and the 

heart of the matter at hand, and then bringing them gently to the place where they had to 

consider what they ought to do. Some illustrations might include, but are not limited to, 

the classic where Jesus meets with the Samaritan woman at the well at high noon (John 

4:4-42). He hears her out, answers her questions, keeps her from distracting conversation, 

reveals to her what is really troubling her, and then cuts to the chase and invites her to 

walk with him into the kingdom. There’s the rich young man (Mark 10:17-22) asking 

Jesus about how to inherit eternal life. Jesus moves the conversation from being “good” 

to keeping the law, which the young man arrogantly says he has kept since he was a boy! 

Jesus, loving him, moves the young would-be follower to the real heart issue…where his 

treasure was, his wealth. And the young man walked away saddened because of the truth 

that was exposed within him. 

Jesus’ stories can be found in his parables, where an intended “message” is 

conveyed in the story and it would be wise to give ear, mind and heart to it for life 

adjustment and improvement. He was a master story-teller. 

Don’t overlook the power of life experiences, and our stories, which can be 

transformational for those who share as well as for those who listen to others’ stories; it 

needs to be incorporated into our learning. 
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2) Adults like to know what they will be learning and why: “Am I interested in 

learning this and is there any value in it for me?” In the business world, “intrinsic value” 

is defined as the price a rational investor is willing to pay for an investment, given its 

level of risk.215 If a person doesn’t see any value in an endeavor that will take time, 

considerable effort, and comes with little returns or benefits, then the likelihood of an 

investment is minimal. It’s just the way it is, plain and simple, whether in the financial 

arena or the spiritual arena. If there’s a risk, and it’s higher than what a person is willing 

to pay, people will think twice before jumping in and becoming involved. 

How does this relate to Jesus, and his disciples’ experience? I’m sure the 

disciples who answered Jesus’ call to “follow” him did not base their decision on good 

business sense. I don’t think they had considered the risk of their investment. It wasn’t 

until later in Jesus’ ministry that they began to learn more of what that investment would 

entail.216 Nevertheless, their investment seemed very promising and the excitement that 

was generated in their call from an influential rabbi who saw something in them that 

other rabbis did not see must have seemed valuable. These called ones (who were not the 

“best of the best”) were seen by Rabbi Jesus as persons of worth, potential disciples, and 

of course they dropped what they were doing and rushed into the adventure of a lifetime. 

Later, I’ll suggest how a modern discipleship adventure is possible by creating similar 

excitement coupled with creating a desire for an investment that promises a significant 

return. Do this and you will have value added necessary for closing the deal. 

____________________ 
215 Corporate Finance Institute, https://corporatefinanceinstitute.com/ 
216 Matthew 10:5, 16-22, 16:24-25. These references come later in the gospel accounts suggesting their 

mission that involved danger was not apparent during their call.   
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3) Adults learn differently, we don’t all learn the same way; it’s based on how 

you’re “wired”. 217 However, all human beings, no matter what the age, learn by 

acquiring new information that is added to what they already know. 

During my seminary training I took a class on how children, adolescents, and 

adults learn by studying such educational and developmental experts as Jean Piaget, 

Lawrence Kohlberg, and others. I was particularly fascinated by Piaget’s theory of 

learning for children, based on information received and how it was processed by the 

child. Three terms Piaget used were, “Assimilation, accommodation, and equilibration.” 

These are the methods he identified that children incorporated for learning. Specifically, 

here’s how they work in the concrete world of the young child: The child sees an animal, 

and inquires (or is told) that it is a dog. Information that is gathered is that a dog has four 

legs, two ears, a tail, and spots. The child assimilates this information and stores it as a 

schema for later use.218 Soon, the child encounters a cow. He sees it has four legs, two 

ears, a tail, some spots, so it is a large dog. The child is corrected and is told, no that this 

is a cow. The child experiences what Piaget identifies as disequilibrium. In other words, 

something is wrong, it looks like a dog, but it’s really a cow? Since we enjoy the state of 

equilibration, (all is well in my thinking) the child requires more information to obtain 

that state. New information is then provided for assimilation; a cow has four legs, two 

ears, a tail, spots, and is much larger than a dog. It also eats grass, makes milk and moos. 

The dog does not eat grass, make milk, or moo…a dog barks. The child now 

accommodates the new information, adding it to existing schema, or creates new schema 

____________________ 
217 Just like children, adults have preferences for how they like to learn and it may not even be realized. 

Some will learn by doing (kinesthetic), others by learning through what they see (visual), and still others by 
listening (auditory) or there may even be combinations of more than one.  

218 According to Piaget, a “schema” is a pattern of knowledge that is stored in the child’s long-term 
memory as a means of organizing information. 
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folders as needed. And as the new information is assimilated, equilibration returns and 

new learning has also occurred.219 

This simplistic exercise in how a child learns is noted here because this is how 

adults learn as well, but obviously with a greater complexity of data and refined 

reasoning abilities. 

Disequilibrium can be intentionally introduced by a teacher to create the means by 

which adults might learn. Jesus did this in his teaching as found in his sermon on the 

mount. He’d say, “You have heard it said” and then he would follow it with a different 

way of thinking about it that would require an adjustment (Matthew 5:21, 27, 31, 33, 38). 

As new ideas or other ways of thinking are added to the mix, older existing 

thoughts may become challenged with respect to how or why we came to believe that 

way. This may cause disequilibrium that will need to be addressed. Our old narrative may 

need adjustment as the new information is assimilated and eventually accommodated. 

When the changes/corrections are made, our equilibrium is restored and learning has 

occurred. It’s been said that learning doesn’t occur until thinking or behavior has 

changed. 

The comment that adults learn differently raises the importance of recognizing we 

don’t all learn the same way. It has to do with how you’re “wired” to learn. This is 

critical for creating a learning environment in which various styles of learning can 

flourish. Learning styles differ significantly from the mechanics of how we entertain and 

store mental information.220 Depending on whom you consult, there may be three to 

____________________ 
219 For further study of Jean Piaget’s work, David Elkind’s book, Children and Adolescents: 

Interpretive Essays on Jean Piaget (second edition) would be helpful (Oxford University Press, 1974). 
220 Think of it this way, in an electrical circuit, the electricity is a constant (how the brain stores 

information), but the wires through which the electricity flows are varied; various colors, diameters, 
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seven learning styles identified, but four are commonly accepted as basic learning styles. 

For the purposes of this work those four will be identified and listed below with 

definition and insightful commentary.221 

According to Lauren Elrick, “Learning styles and preferences take on a variety of 

forms – and not all people fit neatly into one category as there’s plenty of overlap 

between styles.” 222 For example, one person may prefer using just one style of learning, 

where someone else may enjoy using two or three different styles based on the type of 

learning exercise being encountered. A person who operates best in one learning style can 

also develop and refine skills for using other learning styles. 

The Four Learning Styles: Visual learner, auditory learner, kinesthetic learner, 

and reading/writing learner. 

1. The visual learner is partial to seeing and observing things, including pictures, 

diagrams, written directions, and just visually enjoy things they see all around them. They 

learn information better when presented in a visual way. They may need a little more 

time to process the information they are looking at. They see and experience the world 

through their eyes. 

2. The auditory learner tends to learn better when the subject matter is reinforced 

by sound. They would rather listen to a lecture than read about it and would prefer to read 

something out loud than to silently read. They enjoy verbally explaining things, and may 

be slower at actual reading of text. They will enjoy verbally answering questions and 

____________________ 
flexibility and functions (styles of learning). Both are necessary for learning, but very different in the 
process of how we learn.  

221 Lauren Elrick is a freelance writer for Collegis education who writes student-focused articles on 
behalf of Rasmussen College. This information appeared in a Blog on Rasmussen College’s web page 
entitled, Four Types of Learning, (8/9/2018). https://www.rasmussen.edu/degrees/education/blog/types-of-
learning-styles/ 

222 Elrick, Four Types of Learning, identified and explained, blog. 
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group discussion. Watching videos, listening to music, listening to nature around them, 

will engage the auditory learner. 

3. The kinesthetic learner is a tactile learner, that is, they learn by experiencing 

and doing things. They enjoy acting out events, such as in theatrical drama, they hold 

interest in touching and handling things, which helps to grasp and understand concepts. 

Their bodies may need to move as in dance, or just walk around; motion is helpful in their 

learning. They may pace in an effort to memorize something or even just while talking on 

a phone. 

4. The reading/writing learner (linguistic) prefers to learn through written words. 

While there is some overlap with visual learning, these learners are drawn to expressing 

themselves through writing, reading articles, reading books, reading internet information, 

or keeping a diary or journal. They will most likely enjoy taking plenty of leisure time to 

read a good novel or biographical work. 

To miss incorporating various styles of learning into teaching is to miss opening 

pathways for others to participate in the learning process. One must be aware of one’s 

own learning style as well as that of others so that a diversified learning experience may 

intentionally be offered to all participants. 

How does this relate to Jesus, and his disciples’ experience? Jesus used various 

teaching styles in the way he taught his disciples. We might be able to learn something 

from what Jesus did for effective teaching in our own situations. For example, Jesus often 

ventured into the great outdoors with his disciples to make practical teaching applications 

with what was experienced and seen in this classroom with no walls. Picture him one 

morning walking along the shores of the Sea of Galilee; he’s observing the fishing 
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activities of some fishermen there. They were casting their nets into the sea and working 

to catch fish, and Jesus called out to them, “Come follow me and I will make you fishers 

of men” (Matthew 4:18-20). One day his disciples were asking him who is the greatest in 

the kingdom of heaven, Jesus looked around, saw a child, called him over, and had the 

child stand in the middle of the disciples. He used this child as a living object-lesson to 

teach about the kingdom of God (Matthew 18:1-5). Another time the outdoor lesson 

involved a fig tree and a nearby mountain. Jesus used them to teach about faith (Matthew 

21:18-22). Some of his best work was done with many who gathered with him on the side 

of a mountain. These and other examples would appeal not only to the visual learner but 

also to the auditory learner and kinesthetic learner. And if formal education is your 

learning environment, Jesus spent a considerable amount of time preaching and teaching 

formally in local synagogues expounding upon the written word (Matthew 4:23; 9:35; 

21:23). This would have appealed to the auditory learner as well as the linguistic learner. 

And Jesus’ triumphal entry in Jerusalem, offered input for each of the four learning types 

combined (Matthew 21:1-11). 

4) Adults savor self-pride and desire respect. In sharing one’s opinions and 

ideas with others a certain amount of risk is involved; it could result in misunderstanding 

or even rejection. All human beings have a deep desire to be respected and appreciated 

(or loved, as Jesus said). They need to know that what they say matters and should be 

received with tolerance and respect and not judged because of a difference of opinion. 

For adults to risk sharing very personal information or to become more transparent 

requires safe-people and a safe-place in which to do so.223 

____________________ 
223 By “safe people” I mean that there must be rules established for engagement that promotes a 

comfortable atmosphere for the dissemination of information in such a way as to uphold the respect of each 
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How does this relate to Jesus, and his disciples’ experience? None of us were 

there when Jesus and his band of disciples met together in a small group or private 

counsel with Jesus as ministry occurred. They learned to feel safe in sharing with Jesus, 

and their brothers, their experiences, personal fears, questions, or even doubts about 

whom they were becoming and what they were to be doing. I can’t help but think, as they 

were in this bonding process, that Jesus kept it balanced, fair, and created a safe place for 

them to share and share deeply. For example, a man approached Jesus and was 

complaining that Jesus’ disciples couldn’t free his son from a tormenting evil spirit. Jesus 

indirectly rebuked the man and the crowd that had gathered to witness the apparent 

deliverance and failure. Jesus had the boy brought to him, and rebuked the demon which 

came out of him and he was cured instantly. His puzzled, and I would assume, 

embarrassed disciples approached Jesus privately and asked him what had gone wrong? 

Why had they failed? Jesus proceeded to give them the reason it had not worked for them 

and then some needed encouragement for next time something similar might happen. 224 

Jesus knew how to disarm people quickly but gently. He knew how to listen to their 

stories. He directed their thoughts to focus on the heart of their issue, and then suggested 

taking a deeper look into the kingdom of God. This was demonstrated time after time in 

his interactions with people. Perhaps one of the best examples of this process was his 

encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well (John 4:1-30). 

5) Adults learn through a collaborative effort with others in a give and take of 

information. We all bring something to the table. Our experiences may be diverse or 

____________________ 
person sharing. No judgmental confrontation is acceptable or tolerated by fellow participants. And what is 
shared is for the group’s ears only. By “safe place” I suggest establishing a meeting location that is 
protected from the eyes and ears of others not in the group for reasons of confidentiality.  

224 Some texts that may demonstrate this are: Matt: 16:13-20, 17:1-13, 19-23, 19:23-30, 20:20-28. 
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similar in nature, and that doesn’t matter; the more dissimilar two people are the more 

they can learn from each other. The key is to take a small group and give them something 

to work on together in collaboration. In this way, complex problems may be solved in 

less time than it would take a single person to reach a resolution. 

How does this relate to Jesus, and his disciples’ experience? Jesus understood 

group dynamics; he used it with the religious leaders and with his own disciples. One 

example finds Jesus teaching in the temple courts and the chief priests and elders 

approached him and asked him by what authority he was doing this? He agreed to tell 

them if they would answer a question he had. He gave them the question for the group to 

work on, and they solved the answer to his question by not answering it. I believe he 

knew they would come up with that answer in group discussion (Matthew 21:23-27). 

Another time Jesus must have wondered if his disciples really understood who he was, 

and maybe why he was here with them. He gave the group a question to discuss, and then 

upped the ante by making it more personal (Matthew 16:13-16). 

6) Adults desire feedback in their learning, helping them to capitalize on “how 

they are doing” as it concerns their progress. Most of us want to succeed at what we are 

attempting to do; no one enjoys failure. Feedback is one way of analyzing whether we are 

making progress and are on track. We have experienced this all our lives. In our 

schooling we are tested along the way to see how well we are mastering the material and 

socialization. There were “report cards' issued at the end of our studies to let us know 

how well we fared. In the workplaces, there are “reviews”conducted to see where we are 

in relation to where the company wants us to be. Our faithful progress might result in 

some sort of reward; our failure to succeed may result in reassignment or job loss. 
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Bottom line, we like to know how we are doing in what we are attempting, so that we 

might make corrections along the way. 

How does this relate to Jesus, and his disciples’ experience? Jesus as the master-

teacher and leader offered his feedback to his disciples on a regular basis. After an 

important teaching he might stop and ask them, “Do you understand what I have said?” 

giving his disciples a chance to clarify anything that was unclear. On one occasion Jesus 

was teaching a crowd a parable about sowing seed, and afterward when he was alone 

with his disciples they questioned him about the parable. Jesus asked them, “Don’t you 

understand this parable?” and then proceeded to explain it to them (Mark 4:10, 13-20; 

Matthew 13:36-45). Jesus had sent his disciples out to minister two by two in nearby 

towns and villages. After returning from their mission they offered their feedback to 

Jesus. We’re not told if Jesus said anything in reply in Mark’s gospel, but in Luke 10:17-

20, Jesus offered some joyful feedback (cf. Mk.6:6b, 12, 30). Another time Jesus had 

warned them to be careful concerning the yeast of the Pharisees. They were clueless 

about what he meant, so he backed up and reminded them what had just occurred in the 

feeding of the four thousand. He questioned them along the way during his review to 

make sure their response was accurately remembered. When Jesus had finished, he gave 

them one last opportunity to ask if anything was still unclear (Mark 8:14-21). Feedback is 

a great clarifying and learning tool that should be used in teaching adults. 

There are other ways adults learn, but this will suffice by providing some helpful 

educational and methodological essentials to be incorporated into an experience for 

discipleship development. 
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Section 4: Analyzing an Existing Discipleship Experience. 

In an effort to visualize an actual discipleship experience, flesh and blood will 

now be added to the underlying structure of academic and methodological bones as 

shared above. This will be done by examining an existing discipleship experience known 

as The Apprentice Series, which has been referred to earlier. 

What is The Apprentice Series? 

The Apprentice Series is a 34 session (spread over three years), small group 

discipleship experience.225 It incorporates the use of three well written and easily 

readable books by the author, James Bryan Smith. The books are, The Good and 

Beautiful God, The Good and Beautiful Life, and The Good and Beautiful Community, 

and they are read in series to unpack a progression of study and experience. Apprentice is 

not a “Bible study,” but the Bible and biblical passages are discussed. It is not a book 

study, even though three books are read and discussed. It is not a small group for 

socializing, even though a small group is necessary for the discussion to work. 

Apprentice is an experience (unlike most other formal learning formats) shared in 

common with a small group of people who have committed to come together and wanting 

to discover God on a deeper level. It is designed to engage the participant with Jesus on a 

daily basis and experience the joys of what discipleship can be. The participant will 

experiment with various spiritual disciplines, such as learning to quiet oneself while 

living within the noise and clamor of a busy world and life-style; to take a day off from 

all electronic media and musical stimulation to sit at Jesus’ feet as his apprentices and 

learn of and from him. The participant will discover what it’s like to step into God’s 

____________________ 
225 The group meets once a week (excluding holidays), and takes the summers off. Best scheduling 

runs Sept.-May. An overview of the Apprentice Series and the three books used is found in Appendix E. 
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kingdom and learn to live there each and every day. The participant will memorize a 

passage of scripture that will be a daily guide through this three-year experience, and 

each one will learn how to die to self, experience continual transformation, and carry out 

Jesus’ work in the church and world, all while experiencing the Spirit’s work of bringing 

joy, love, forgiveness, compassion, and peace to their lives extending it out others. 

An overview of the mechanics 

It all begins several months before the initial launch date. You can think of it as 

being part of the “itch” spoken of earlier. Considerable time and energy is put into 

promoting Apprentice. It should be spoken of with verbal announcements and bulletin 

inserts; flyers are available for this, as are short video clips, designed to help initiate a 

desire to find out more about Apprentice. Printed information is made available to take 

home which explains what Apprentice is and what the requirements are for participating. 

Forms are made available for participants desiring to take the course that must be filled 

out and submitted. Since there is a limited participation number, people are encouraged to 

get their applications in as early as possible. Yes that’s right, an application. A one page 

explanation of why the potential applicant would like to be considered as a participant for 

Apprentice is required (there’s a reason for this which is explained in the manual). 

Applicants will then be contacted with a letter of acceptance, which is based on what they 

have submitted, prayerful consideration, and available space. As the time gets closer to 

the actual launch, a small group of Apprentice graduates can be brought in to share in a 

church service or special get-together, what their experience has been as an Apprentice 

participant, and ends with a short time of Q & A. 

All of these activities and promotional outlay, help to create a desire in those who 

are thinking and praying about their potential involvement in Apprentice. Granted it all 



 

168 
 

sounds like hype, and in some ways it is, but as it creates desire it also adds value for the 

person willing to risk their time and energy for their own spiritual development. It’s a 

time for congregants to invite the Holy Spirit to join with them and help them reach a 

decision concerning their involvement in Apprentice. Before the final decision is made 

concerning who will be in a class, or classes, all congregants will have heard through 

various means that the Apprentice Series promises to deliver a transformational 

experience. And for those willing to invest their time and energy, it will be life-changing. 

A weekend seminar 

The Apprentice Series begins with a mandatory one or two day seminar (usually 

on a weekend) to familiarize participants with what is to be expected from Apprentice. 

Participants will: experience a taste of things to come, establish ground rules for being 

together for the next 31 weeks, share in a very important component called “life 

mapping.” This experience can be uncomfortable for some, as the group is encouraged to 

open their lives to each other which can be a risky undertaking as mentioned earlier, 

especially for a group who may not know each other. In my opinion, this is the highpoint 

of the entire seminar, which is designed to get people to learn something about the people 

they will be spending three years of their life with as a community. No one is forced to do 

this, but all are encouraged to participate. Each participant will also be asked to share 

what their goal is in taking Apprentice. The results of this exercise (and a few others), 

will begin a bonding in the group which will help them hit the ground “running” during 

the first class session. 
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Consistent routine structured into the format 

A one and a half to two hour class follows the same consistent format each week 

so that all will know what is to be expected and when it will occur.226 Colossians 3:1-17 

is put to memory with two new verses being added each week from that passage. It is 

recited together (up to the newly added verses) and then the class spends five minutes in 

silence to relax and calm themselves before the discussion begins. After an opening 

prayer, the “Soul Training” homework exercise is then discussed. This is a time of 

“feedback” on how well it went by sharing what was gained or lost in the experience. The 

Soul Training exercise is designed to coordinate with and enhance the targeted teaching 

point of the reading assignment. Then that same chapter is discussed with the group 

deciding what the key point was, or what in particular stood out for them. This method of 

learning uses a double reinforcement for retention. 

Creating a safe place among safe people to foster learning 

Transparency is encouraged within the group; doubts, fears, joys, sorrows, 

failures and successes, are all part of one’s life journey or story. To share such personal 

experiences from our past life or current life experience involves taking a risk. Apprentice 

is not a “group counseling session,” but rather a group learning to listen compassionately 

to another person and then being supportive and encouraging when appropriate. This 

experience, when guided by the Holy Spirit, can be very transformational in itself. 

For people to share in a transparent way will take time; time in which each person 

eventually reaches a level of trusting their fellow participants. Time to recognize they are 

____________________ 
226 The time together is best divided with a break and/or snack time half way through the session, 

however this can be eliminated and the class time shortened if this is what the group prefers. The format 
each week is: Welcome, recite together the Colossian passage, five minutes of silence, Sharing/debriefing 
of the Soul Training exercise from last week’s assignment, engaging the chapter that was read during the 
current week, closing words and new homework assignment. For an example of the class format, see 
Appendix F.  
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all part of a caring, loving, non-judgmental group who has agreed upon rules and 

guidelines to promote such sharing to be safe and secure. Apprentice works hard at 

creating an environment that offers a safe place, with safe people. It’s built into the 

discipling experience and it would have already begun at the opening weekend seminar. 

A synopsis of the three books used to engage the biblical narratives: 

The Good and Beautiful God, addresses the character of God and how we can 

move into a relationship of intimacy with him; to come to see the God and Father Jesus 

knows and revealed. “False narratives” are concepts that we pick up from: parents, 

teachers, clergy, friends, or something we may have read, that has led us to believe that 

certain narratives are true, when they are not. These narratives (when examined honestly 

and carefully), fall far short of the truth we thought them to be when compared to sound 

Biblical teaching as found in the “true” narrative that Jesus offers. These false narratives 

we buy into and live out in our lives can be the cause of harmful barriers that rob us of 

our freedom in Christ and trust in God. Some of these false narratives may cause a 

stagnation or bondage in our spiritual growth and maturity in Christ. Some lead to a 

misrepresentation of God; such as “God blesses me when I am good and punishes me 

when I am bad” or “God is angry with me…he is an angry God!” The author helps us see 

God in this first book, as his Son sees him; a “Good and Beautiful God!” 

The Good and Beautiful Life, addresses putting on the character of Christ and 

focusing on our inward character, as well as introducing us to the kingdom of God. In the 

beginning of this book Smith makes the statement, “I have never met a person whose 

goal was to ruin his or her life. We all want to be happy, and we want it all of the time.” 

He helps us address the false notions of happiness and success and takes us on a deeper 
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journey of addressing some of the root causes of our unhappiness and self-centered lives 

which focus on anger, lust, lying, worry, and judging others, etc. The book takes us on a 

walk through Jesus’ most important and life changing “sermon” or discourse; one he 

delivered on a hillside at the base of a mountain. The author focuses in particular on the 

“beatitudes.” The concept that happiness comes from following the principles of this 

world is addressed as a “false narrative.” Smith helps the participant engage with Jesus’ 

teaching that opens up new hope for the poor, the downtrodden, the taken advantage of, 

the least spiritual, the impure, and holds out the Kingdom of God as a possibility for all 

people. In this book we learn how to live a life in which true “happiness” is realized and 

also experienced. Growth, both spiritual and transformational, is encouraged and 

celebrated as participants learn how to live each day in His Kingdom with purpose, peace 

and joy. 

The Good and Beautiful Community, addresses following the Spirit, extending 

grace, and demonstrating love in and through the community of the church and the 

community in which we work, live and play. We move from seeing God as he truly is 

(book 1), to embracing and putting on the character of Christ and learning to live in His 

Kingdom (book 2), to allowing God to use and work through us in the life of our 

communities as men and women in whom Christ dwells and delights (book 3). In other 

words, we have grown to a new understanding of who God is, who we are in Christ, and 

how we have been gifted and called to serve. And now we move forward with new 

revelation, purpose, and determination to follow Christ as his disciple/apprentices into the 

missional work of engaging those around us; learning further how to take God’s love and 
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compassion into relationships, and being able to tell our story and God’s story to our 

world, and hopefully, to be learning others in Jesus as his disciples. 

Apprentice Methodology 

The “Apprentice Series” as we know it today, was approximately ten years in the 

making with Jim Smith (the author and developer) teaching the early curriculum at his 

local church and college where he worshipped and taught.227 This all took place before 

the first book ever went to print. This allowed plenty of time for evaluating, tweaking, 

designing, and reworking the needed methodology that would drive the experience. Much 

of this work resulted in putting together a helpful and free manual with suggested 

possibilities for enhancing and leading an Apprentice class experience.228 

There is a “methodology” to Apprentice, which is what makes it work. This is 

what drew my attention and curiosity to this program/experience in the first place. I came 

to discover that it contained the exact and/or similar methodology that Jesus was using in 

the development of his own initial disciples, and it worked and still does. 

Having taught/led229 several Apprentice seminars and classes, I have come to 

recognize at least five key components that when used together in a small group setting, 

create an atmosphere for a practical, user-friendly, and transformational, discipleship 

experience. 

____________________ 
227 James Bryan Smith, creator of the Apprentice series, earned his M.Div. at Yale and his D.Min at 

Fuller and is a theology professor at Friends University in Wichita, Kansas. He also serves as the director 
of the Apprentice Institute for Christian Spiritual Formation there and is a teaching pastor at Chapel Hill 
United Methodist Church.  

228 For book prices, and to download a free teaching manual, and several other free PDF files, go to 
https://www.ivpress.com/the-good-and-beautiful-series and scroll down to RELATED INFO where you can 
click on the material you may want to review or print. The manual for each book is well worth having and 
is “shared” as suggested activities. Use what is suggested or change whatever you need for your own 
training experience.  

229 In the classroom setting of Apprentice, the leader is seen more as a moderator than “teacher,” one 
who keeps the study and discussions on track and helps to create a safe place for interaction of all 
participants. Having said that, there may arise times of “teachable” moments in the group.  
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These five components are the crucible for discipleship development in a 

community of faith which results in life-transformational experiences that have the 

potential to last beyond the classroom experience. I was intrigued by these components as 

they are identical in many respects to the components that Jesus had used in his training. 

The five components 

1) The commitment and process of journeying together in a small group. 

2) Sharing our life stories with one another within safe parameters. 

3) The open and honest engagement of biblical theology. 

4) Practicing what we are learning. 

5) Transformation creates a desire for more. 

Some thoughts on these five components as they relate to the discipling methods 

of Jesus’ and the Apprentice Series: 

The commitment and process of journeying together in a small group 

Jesus chose and called twelve recruits to follow him as his disciples. For them, 

this required a decision and a commitment. After that, the process of experiencing 

discipleship development began and they journeyed with Jesus for some three years. 

During that process as apprentices of Jesus they learned about God, his kingdom, how 

things were supposed to be and work within that kingdom. They learned how to work 

together and share a love for each other and their fellow neighbors in the process. In the 

end, they eventually came to an understanding that Jesus was the Son of God, and the 

savior of all creation. Then their mission as his disciples began to unfold in the church 

and world. 

The Apprentice Series also suggests a small group experience of no more than 

twelve. The larger the group is (beyond twelve) the chance for meaningful 
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interaction/discussion and intimacy will lessen.230 The Apprentice participants will also 

journey together as a group, and for three years…but that’s most likely because there are 

three books, not some kind of magical time frame for developing disciples. Besides, 

discipleship is a life-long process of transformation as Jesus’ apprentices. 

The things that Jesus’ disciples learned are also addressed in Apprentice as noted 

above and will hopefully begin (or continue) the process of discovering their mission in 

the church and world as his disciples. 

Sharing our life stories with one another within safe parameters 

Can you picture Jesus’ disciples sitting around an evening campfire discussing 

some difficult scriptural text; or unwinding from the raw “reality show” they had been 

involved in earlier that day? Such conversations are a mystery to us, but most likely, 

Jesus’ presence assured that all was conducted in a safe and secure setting with him 

sharing the rules of fair play and possibly encouraging the art of compassionate listening; 

with some refereeing at times. And I would tend to guess, any question, doubt, or 

insecurity was okay to bring up within the confines of the group. No need to restate what 

was said earlier concerning the Apprentice’s steps taken to create a safe and secure 

environment for discussion. It’s an absolute must if people are going to be sharing their 

life stories with one another. 

The open and honest engagement of biblical theology 

 There’s little need to invest time explaining Jesus was continually helping his 

disciples and others gain a better understanding of Scripture. His interpretation at times 

____________________ 
230 The author warns to resist the temptation of trying to reach more people, as in bringing Apprentice 

to the pulpit on Sunday, or to a larger Sunday school class. It will fail, and he has several testimonies of just 
that happening from overzealous pastors. There’s a very good reason for a small group of participants, just 
as there was for Jesus' smaller group of disciples.  
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may have been different from that of the ruling religious leaders and teachers, but it came 

with such authority, and from one who himself was called the Word of God (John 1:1), 

that even the common folk recognized it and were amazed (Matthew 7:28). 

Apprentice tries to get at the heart of the Word as well, and does so by first 

discovering who the Father is, and what he is really like. The author uses what he refers 

to as “false narratives” believed by people as being true when in fact they are not. 

Participants are helped to fully face such false narratives and replace them with narratives 

Jesus presents in the scripture as being true; narratives that explain the Father through the 

eyes of his son, who knows him best. Several false narratives are identified during 

Apprentice, including ones participants may have believed to be true for a long time, only 

to discover they’re not. One example would be that our God is an angry God, a judge just 

waiting for us to step out of line so he could take his wrath out on the offending one. 

When a person replaces a false narrative with one that is true, they may often 

experience a wonderful freeing from something that has plagued them for years.231 I have 

watched with my own eyes, occurrences over the years exhibited by those in the group, 

who came to the realization that what they had always believed to be true was in fact 

false. You could visually see big smiles begin to spread across a face, as the freedom they 

experienced from truth began to set them free. Others expressed their new freedom of 

release by breaking down and crying with joy as that bondage was finally lifted from 

their lives. Various scriptures are examined during Apprentice to understand the truth 

____________________ 
231 John 8:31-32, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will 

know the truth and the truth will set you free.”  
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they contain.232 As these truths are discovered participants help each other in applying 

them to their lives and talking about the results that they may come to experience. 

Practicing what we are learning 

It’s been addressed how Jesus sent out his disciples to do ministry among the 

people of the towns and villages. It’s quite possible he sent them out to practice what 

they were learning by taking the classroom to the road, for some hands on, face to face, 

real-life training situations. Or perhaps it was to check if what they had been learning was 

sticking by exposing them to difficult situations he could use to evaluate both their 

retention level and progress, or lack thereof, which would then necessitate some more 

practice. Practice, continual practice, is as necessary to learning how to be a disciple as it 

is to learning how to play a piano. “Practice makes perfect,” well at least better. Jesus 

understood this and so did the Apostle Paul (Matthew 7:24-27) (1Thessalonians 4:1; 

Philippians 4:9). 

Practice is a large part of the Apprentice experience. It involves scripture the 

group is putting to memory, as well as what is learned through the reading of the books. 

Each chapter is reinforced by putting it “into practice” with a “soul training” exercise 

assigned as homework during the week. It’s designed to get the “apprentices” out of the 

classroom with what they’ve learned and into the street to give it a try... to practice it!  At 

the beginning of each class session, what was practiced is then reviewed (how did it go). 

By using this group participation weekly, the apprentices can learn from the experiences 

____________________ 
232 Book one covers scripture dealing with the Father and his loving nature. Participants will take an 

outward look to understand who this loving God is and how he cares for us each day; book two takes you 
on an inward look at yourself by going through the Sermon on the Mount as it relates to character 
development and changes we may need to work on; and book three looks outward again with scripture, 
concerning community and each one's role as the living and active body of Christ in the church and world. 
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of each other, and in knowing they will be sharing, they are prone to have done their 

homework before the class meets! 

Whether it was intentionally incorporated by the author of Apprentice, I don’t 

know, but all four learning styles are at work in this process; Visual, auditory, kinesthetic, 

and the reading/writing (linguistic) learners. Even when the group gathers for the 

classroom discussion time of Apprentice, there are other occurrences designed to take 

you out of that classroom while there; sometimes out doors for an activity, or into a 

darkly lit room elsewhere in the church for a more “artistic” or “audio” experience, or to 

somewhere else off the church grounds altogether. All of these experiences were related 

to the subject matter being covered during that session. 

Transformation creates a desire for more 

The excitement and reward of seeing and experiencing life transformation should 

create a desire for even more transformation. What Jesus’ initial disciples were learning 

from him was the beginning of God’s work in their lives; the process of becoming more 

like their Master, more Christ-like. This learning for them was habit forming, or to say it 

another way, was the restructuring of one’s life by the removal or “ridding” of bad habits 

and replacing them with new and better habits.233 This is what happens as Apprentice 

progresses and those in the study begin experiencing their own life changes. 

And after all was said and done, these disciples (minus one), went on to practice 

and demonstrate what they had heard and learned from their Lord as they lived and 

breathed the kingdom of God each day. They were transformed, and it lasted. They took 

to heart his saying, “If you love me, you will keep my words and do as I have 

____________________ 
233 A habit is the result of repeating something over and over again, (practicing it) until it becomes 

second nature. It takes some time and energy to change a bad habit into a good habit, but it can be done 
(Colossians 3:1-10).  
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commanded you.” Their desire for more and more of God and His Kingdom only 

grew…even in the face of persecution and death itself, there was a hunger for more. This 

is what defines true disciples of Jesus, those who desire to cooperate with the Holy Spirit 

as he leads them into maturing into the fullness of Jesus. 

A goal of the Apprentice Series is to produce transformed and transforming 

disciples of all ages who are eager and willing to cooperate with the Holy Spirit in this 

life-long process of becoming more Christ-like in the hope that their changed lives may 

attract others who want to become disciples of Jesus too. 

When three years of being together came to an end, each class I had the privilege 

and blessing of taking through the Apprentice experience, without exception, wondered 

what was next? Their appetite and desire for more was evident and their last assignment 

as a group was to set some realistic goals for themselves as to “what was next” for them. 

As you can see, I couldn’t help but notice similarities in the methodology used in 

The Apprentice Series, and Jesus’ apprenticeship methodology. If it worked for Jesus, 

and it did, why wouldn’t we want to borrow proven methods for discipleship 

development? 

In my humblest opinion, I can suggest that these components, methodology, well-

designed materials, coupled together with the work of the Holy Spirit, can and do bring a 

person to a place where change can occur. And as needed change of heart and mind 

occur, the results are evident and lead to lasting transformation. 
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In summary, the material and books of the Apprentice Series may come and go as 

all good curriculum materials tend to do over time, but the proven components that are 

practiced in this experience offer a reliable methodology for development of disciples.234 

I have come to appreciate the Apprentice Series as a viable model for discipleship 

development within a small group dynamic. It encourages people to seek the unity of 

believers to “tell their stories” and experience the intersection and parallel running of 

God’s story and our stories. The results being “lasting transformation.” 

There is one drawback that may make a leader think twice before engaging with 

the Apprentice Series. This is not a quick fix, nor fast track program to quickly generate 

fully trained disciples into the life of your fellowship and community. The Apprentice 

model unfolds very slowly within the life of a church community. It moves along as small 

group after small group cycles through the three year process. Granted there are ways to 

increase the number of participating small groups that can run simultaneously or on other 

nights/days. But if you are in a big hurry, you may want to be looking elsewhere for a 

different discipling program. On the other hand, if done correctly with no short-cuts (like 

increasing the size of a group or trying to do this as a mass effort from the pulpit), it can 

create a desire for more from those Apprentice participants, who come through the 

experience. This, in turn, has the potential for helping you in growing your church 

(spiritually), in acts of service by parishioners within and outside of the church walls, and 

yes, dare I say, even numerically. Apprentice is not for everyone, there will be those who 

____________________ 
234 You may have noticed that I have referred to discipleship development in this work as an 

“experience” versus a “program.” This is intentional as I firmly believe that the “making of disciples” is not 
a program as such, but rather an experience which combines good practices, proven methodology, a 
hunger/desire, and the work of the Holy Spirit to transform lives.   
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will have no desire to entertain such an experience, that's just a fact of life... don’t fret 

about it. 

This course, this experience, requires a BIG commitment on the part of its 

participants as well as its leaders. If you have a small church, you may want to start with 

just one small group the first year. Leaders can/should be identified as the course nears its 

end and approached as potential leaders of a small group of participants for the next 

round of Apprentice. As people come through the Apprentice experience they will be 

your best advertisement for future participants.235  

Discipleship doesn’t come easy, and it doesn’t come fast nor does transformation. 

It is a process; usually a slow one, a tough one, one that requires practice and more 

practice, but the results are very rewarding indeed and worth all the effort that goes into 

living the experience. 

  

____________________ 
235 As a moderator of an Apprentice class, you will be looking for people who move through the three 

year course for being a potential moderator (leader) of their own three year Apprentice class. This is how 
the multiplication of classes can be offered within the church as is needed to accommodate participants. 
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Section 5: Evaluative Tools; Measuring the Desired Outcomes of Disciples 

In a Report from the Commission on Christian Discipleship and Education that 

appeared in the 2017 General Synod Workbook of The Reformed Church in America, the 

commission listed four mandates that would maximize the relevance of the work of the 

Commission on Christian Discipleship and Education. 

Their work began with researching discipleship in our current culture with a goal 

of getting a better feel for the current reality and trends in spiritual formation. 

They found four significant themes for today’s church that emerged from the 

books they read: 

1. Life lived in discipleship with one another in a one-to-one nature across            

all generations is vital. 

2. Story and relationships with one another are crucial. 

3. Intentional, authentic relationships in a solid community are essential. 

4. Discipleship is a timeless, continual process through life that happens 

continuously beyond our structured plan. 

One of the books they read was The Discipleship Difference, by Robert Logan 

and Charles Ridley.236 The first chapter of their book is entitled, Where’s the 

Transformation? It begins with a (fictional) story of a pastor’s frustration over trying to 

make disciples. An excerpt from that story: 

But now in his late thirties, Rob felt trapped and frustrated, particularly in regard 
to his recent discipleship initiatives. He’d been teaching a class on discipleship for 
several months now, but clearly his current approach wasn’t working. Rob had 
envisioned something life-changing and transformative…people excited about 
their relationship with God and living out their faith in fresh new ways. He was 
thinking of discipleship being lived out the way it had been in the New 

____________________ 
236 Robert Logan and Charles Ridley, The Discipleship Difference: Making Disciples While Growing 

as Disciples (published by Logan Leadership, 2015).  
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Testament…following Jesus at great cost and with great enthusiasm. Standing 
apart and being different. The city on a hill… [but] it’s not changing their lives…I 
might be seeing more educated disciples, but I’m not seeing better disciples. 
Where’s the transformation?237  

The author adds, “He may have been feeling discouraged, but Rob was asking 

precisely the right question: Where’s the transformation? If we want to make disciples, 

that’s where we need to be looking for the evidence: transformation. And like so many of 

us in ministry, Rob isn’t seeing it.”238 

Transformation can sometimes be as difficult to determine as was the question I 

posed to the last church I served as their pastor of Congregational Grow and Care. The 

question was “Where are you in your spiritual life-journey and spiritual growth?”239 It 

was presented in an all church survey designed to understand where our people were in 

their spiritual growth and life journey within our church. I also conducted live one-on-one 

interviews which were videotaped for later review and analysis. I came away with the 

insight that people really don’t know how they’re doing in their own spiritual growth. 

Time and time again, when the question was asked in the live interviews, “How are you 

doing in your own spiritual growth; how might you describe where you’re at today?” I 

would get the deer in the headlight look.240 The old adage, “if you fail to plan, then 

you’re planning to fail” carries over nicely as it concerns growth in a Christian’s life, at 

least in Western cultural thought. If there are no goals in mind, then what you may be 
____________________ 

237 Ibid., 2. 
238 Ibid., 3. 
239 It is not uncommon in today’s culture to refer to one's spiritual development, or maturing process, 

as a “walk” as in walking with Jesus, or a “spiritual journey.” Questions that might be asked: What have I 
experienced, where am I today and possibly, where do I hope to be in the future in my transforming process 
and progress?  

240 Perhaps, if the question that was asked on the survey was couched in phrases such as, “Tell me 
about a time when…” then I could have researched that data and sized up the situation. Hindsight is helpful 
for a “next time” survey. However, even with better designed questions (which were used in the live 
interviews), I learned something. I discovered that most of us do not normally do a “spiritual growth” 
assessment of ourselves. My hunch is, because we don’t have to (no one’s making us) do it, so we don’t. I 
also believe that: we don’t know how to, have the time for, or see the value of such an exercise.   
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achieving (or not achieving) is also out of mind. Without a reminder in place for 

measuring our progress it will quickly be forgotten. Granted, there are many ways a 

person in Christ may approach a means of measuring their spiritual growth, and I am just 

attempting to say, many of us either lack the desire to do so, or the means to do so. I 

know from my own experience, that I am more apt to be measuring where I’m at 

financially in my life, than where I am spiritually. And I got a hunch this would be true 

for many people. 

For starters, some questions to ask up front for any discipleship program or 

experience being considered might be: What should be the outcome of a discipling 

process? How do you know if transformation or growth has occurred? What should a 

disciple know and be doing?  

 In chapter 1, I addressed what a disciple was, what his relationship to his rabbi-

master looked like, and what he should know and be doing. The focus now will be to 

explore what “measurable learning outcomes” need to be in place to allow for 

measurement of expected progress and results for a discipling process. This will lend 

itself well, to the benefit and reliability of such an experience, like that of the Apprentice 

Series. 

One, of several learning outcomes anticipated, stood out to be very important to 

me, and that was how to identify if transformation had occurred.241 As a way to work 

within the framework of the above questions, I offer another survey that was conducted 

with participants who had completed and come through the Apprentice Series. 

____________________ 
241 For what a disciple should know and be doing, see Chapter 1, and in particular, pages 6-7, top of 

page 20, middle page 23, page 30, 34, bottom of page 42. 
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Measurement tools  

The survey was designed to discover if the desired results I was interested in: 

connectedness, journeying together in a small group, sharing the narrative of our life 

stories in conjunction with God’s biblical story, and practicing what was learned, had 

created a lasting transformational life experience for participants who went through the 

Apprentice Series? It was broken down into three sections: 

Section 1 Six questions dealing with general questions concerning Apprentice. 

Section 2 Six questions that dealt with “stories:” ours, others, and God’s. 

Section 3 Five questions that dealt with “transformation.” 

Fifty surveys were distributed to seven different churches; some churches were 

not of the Reformed Church denomination. Most (95+ %) of the surveying took place 

with a live audience; other surveys were sent out via email. The majority of the group 

surveyed was from a captive audience, who were attending a celebration and worship 

gathering of Apprentice Series graduates. They had traveled from various churches (near 

and some far) to converge at a local Reformed Church in Holland, Michigan. A few 

college students, who had gone through The Apprentice class (course) at Friends 

University, in Central Kansas, also participated. Friends University is where the author of 

the Apprentice Series teaches and was the one who led the class. I was interested in what 

these younger students’ experiences were like. Ages of those surveyed ranged from 22-80 

and most churches represented were from West Michigan. 

Of the 50 surveys sent out, 27 were completed and returned from each of the 

seven churches as well as three from the university students. The following are the 

questions that were asked in the three sections noted above: 
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Section 1- General questions on Apprentice Series 

Q1: In the Apprentice Series, James B. Smith (author) uses the term “apprentice” 

interchangeably with that of “disciple.” In your words, what does it mean to be a 

“disciple” or “apprentice” of Jesus”? 

Q2: Jesus taught extensively about the “kingdom of God”; since taking 

Apprentice, what have you learned about the Kingdom of God that you didn’t know 

before? 

Q3: How (experientially) has the reality of “the kingdom of God” changed for 

you since participating in Apprentice? 

Q4: Which of the three books used stood out the most for you and why? 

Q5-Q6: Community is important in our churches. Would you say that Apprentice 

provided a format to experience “community” within the larger church community? 

Please elaborate if this was true for you? 

Section 2- Questions regarding “stories” 

Q1: In most churches, the Apprentice journey began with a seminar which may 

have included mapping out your own life story and sharing that with your classmates. 

Did you find that to be a valuable experience and why? 

Q2: What did you learn about yourself as you prepared and shared your story with 

others? 

Q3: As we grew to trust one another in our groups, we went on to share more 

stories about our lives; sometimes very personal in nature. Explain how you found this to 

be helpful and enlightening in your relationships with fellow classmates? 

Q4: In the first book, the author attempts to help us re-discover God through his 

son Jesus, by identifying “false narratives” in our lives. Explain why this was of value to 
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you in your own story and in others’ stories? How, if at all, did God’s story fit into all 

this for you? 

Q5: Have you ever participated in an experience, such as Apprentice, that enables 

you to be honest and open with other Christ followers on a much deeper level of 

engagement? Why do you think this was possible? 

Q6: As you got to know other participants in Apprentice, you may have felt 

“connected” in some way to this small community. What correlations, if any, do you see 

between “community” and “being connected” and God’s Kingdom? 

Section 3- Questions on “transformation” 

Q1: Did you experience any “transformation” (doing things differently) in your 

life after having completed Apprentice and if so, please explain what that would be and 

look like for you? 

Q2: It’s been said that if no “change” occurs in a life that has been involved in a 

learning experience, then true “learning” has not occurred; rather just an exchange of 

information or knowledge. In Apprentice, we practiced certain experiential disciplines 

during the week; why do you think we did this? Do you think those exercises were 

helpful and how does this fit in with the above statement as it concerns “transformation”? 

Q3: Several have made the statement after going through Apprentice, that… “I 

live differently now, attempting to live in and experience God’s kingdom each day, rather 

than just living from Sunday to Sunday.” If that has been true for you could you elaborate 

on that; and if not, why do you think that is? 

Q4: Dallas Willard made this statement in his book, The Divine Conspiracy, “It is 

now generally acknowledged, as we have noted, that one can be a professing Christian 
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and a church member in good standing without being a disciple.” 

How can this be and what does it say about “transformation” and the Apprentice Series? 

Q5: It may have been awhile since you took the Apprentice Series; can you 

honestly say you live differently today because of having taken Apprentice and are you 

striving for more, or is it just another distant memory of a class taken? Please be as 

honest as possible…this is important in evaluating the Apprentice program. 

Results of the Apprentice Survey 

The responses that came back made it obvious that the Apprentice Series worked 

well in laying out the goals of the discipling experience and people knew where they 

were going and what they would be learning. The learning may have taken many 

different roads for the participants, but the outcomes were measurable and anticipated.242 

Transformation does occur. 

In summary, by employing the power and methodology of “storytelling” (and 

other learning methodologies), the Spirit can open up our lives to the lives of others; 

exploring and experiencing each other’s journeys in the comfort of a “safe place.” Here 

participants learn how to share their lives (their stories) with each other and discover on a 

daily basis, what life in the kingdom of God is all about. Soon they begin to see how 

God’s story has continually intertwined with their own stories and they either re-discover 

or discover for the first time, how much he loves and cares for them. 

____________________ 
242 The survey was designed to find out if the desired results I was interested in: connectedness, 

journeying together in a small group, sharing the narrative of our life stories in conjunction with God’s 
biblical story, and practicing what was learned, would create a lasting transformational life experience for 
participants who went through the Apprentice Series? The full results of that survey were compiled and 
summarized in greater detail, and can be found in Appendix E.  
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The methodology of The Apprentice Series encourages each participant to 

cooperate with the Holy Spirit in working out their salvation so that spiritual formation, 

transformation, and personal connectedness might occur as they mature in Jesus. 

Those who have chosen to participate in and complete the series as the author 

intended, do experience transformation as the survey results reveal. I, along with fellow 

Apprentice graduates from various age groups, churches, and backgrounds, concur with 

what James Bryan Smith has said in the Introduction of the first book concerning 

transformation. 

There were twenty-five people from his home church who had joined with him in 

the early trials of working through the curriculum of the Apprentice Series. They all 

completed the series with positive results (per Jim Smith), and after leading more people 

through the Apprentice experience, Smith concluded, 

Since that time I have led another seventy-five people through it [Apprentice], and 

the results have always been the same: significant life change… When people ask me 

who the target audience is for this material, I always say, ‘Anyone who longs for change 

– young or old, new Christian or mature Christian, male or female, it doesn’t matter.’243 

In going through the Apprentice Series, you'll discover your heart being shaped by 

the truth of Christ—and your life being changed. You’ll get to know more fully the God 

Jesus knows and the Kingdom he proclaimed. The transformation you seek will come as 

a direct result of spending focused time with him, the Holy Spirit, and his people.  

There are several discipleship program opportunities that can be considered, but 

few in my opinion, contain the structure and content that makes them as good as what is 

found in the Apprentice Series. Through my analysis of the Apprentice Series, with its 
____________________ 

243 James Bryan Smith, The Good and Beautiful God, 13-14. 
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intent, methodology, and transformational results, I must conclude that it brings to the 

table one of the better discipleship experiences currently available to churches today. I 

have not done an in depth, side-by-side, comparative analysis of Apprentice vs other 

discipling resources, but in a basic overview have found several lacking in what I was 

looking for in a discipling experience.244 My search for a discipling experience for the 

church I was serving ended when I found the Apprentice Series. It contained more of 

what I thought would bring what I was looking for in such a resource. And I was not 

disappointed! 

  

____________________ 
244 I did, however, do a quick thumb-through of various resources on discipleship development and 

found some good methods being employed by several programs, but lacking in other methodology that The 
Apprentice incorporates into its experience and practice. 
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Conclusion  

This project and study sought to identify whether disciple development (a key 

topic in Matthew’s gospel), as directed by Jesus, was really all that important as the 

vehicle for transformational growth, mission, and building Christ’s church. All 

indications point to the answer, yes it was. Then if that is true, shouldn’t we be giving it 

more attention as a core value and seek to find the best possible ways to be about the 

business of discipleship development today? I have argued that it was, and still is, a core 

value and have suggested a return to re-exam and rediscover, how Jesus went about the 

development of his own initial disciples.  

I attempted to demonstrate how making disciples was handled somewhat 

differently in Jesus’ lifetime and the early days of the church, from how we go about 

doing that today (but not entirely). Jesus gave us some good examples of methodology 

that are helpful in the process of learning/training disciples, many of which are still 

beneficial and some that are just not practical for today. By taking advantage of those 

methods of Jesus and other available educational methodologies, a transformational and 

robust approach to discipleship development is more likely to occur, at least in a small 

group setting which was Jesus’ disciples’ experience. 

 I attempted to argue that discipleship development is the logical and spiritual 

answer in securing more mature followers (disciples) of Jesus. Not only was this 

mandated by Jesus to implement, but perhaps, if we had done a better job of discipling, it 

is conceivable that the exodus of people from our churches (that is so prevalent today), 

may have been less. Having a discipleship experience, within a safe, caring, and small 

communal group, where practice of what is being learned is encouraged, may have 



 

191 
 

resulted in deeper maturity and more transformational lives of parishioners. Might this 

have made the difference, I just don’t know? There are umpteen reasons people vacate 

our churches. 

This kind of small communal experience in discipleship development should be 

seen as important, and one more additional piece to add to our arsenal for equipping us 

for the challenging task of making (learning) disciples.245 And it’s very possible that it 

has been the “missing piece” of the puzzle that we may have been looking for, but 

haven’t discovered as of yet. Make it an effort to Rediscover...this Effective Communal 

Approach, it really works, and after all, it was the approach Jesus used. 

Finally, a person who might be interested in bringing an intentional small group 

discipleship experience to their church, I highly recommend taking a look at the 

Apprentice Series, as one tested approach that achieves high levels of discipleship 

development, growth, retention, and transformation. 

  As I have completed this project, I am well aware that pastors/clergy and leaders 

have tried their best toward making disciples. We (myself included), have used various 

means available for discipleship endeavors in our churches. We preach, teach, baptize, 

share our lives with others both in and outside the community, and we all want to see 

transformational results brought to fruition for those under our care. I trust that I have 

presented a motivating case for discipleship in a small group setting, one that will require 

an intentional plan, carefully thought through and put in place and supported if lasting 

discipleship development is to occur. It will not happen on its own. 

____________________ 
245 The small group dynamic should be seen as vitally important, where questioning, interaction, and 

the sharing of lives, is much better suited to take a person deeper into the discipling experience as it goes to 
where even preaching can’t go.  
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Two closing thoughts by two authors: 

The problem of young adults leaving the church is real. But the solution, as we’ve 

seen, may be closer than we think. The more young people are involved in the real life of 

the church, the more likely they are to be engaged in the church for the long haul. There 

is no magic formula or perfect program when it comes to engaging young people in the 

life of the church. Contemporary music, dynamic preaching, and engaging programs may 

be less important than we imagine. More to the point, young people need a creed to 

believe in, a community to belong to, and a hope to bet their life on. Building meaningful 

relationships across generational lines will carry the day.246 

Pay attention to the “principles and absolutes” of the New Testament church and, 

one might suppose, everything else will fall into place - in large part because “everything 

else” really doesn’t matter much one way or the other. To fail to put the focus on those 

principles and absolutes, on the other hand, is to wander off into a state of distraction, 

which is where most of our local congregations actually are. They wind up majoring on 

minors and allowing the majors, from the New Testament point of view, to disappear.247 

The first, as well as this last author, was speaking about “developing disciples.” 

Dare we let this one New Testament major, calling us to be about the business of making 

disciples slip through our hands to disappear? Not if I can help it! There’s plenty of work 

to be done so I encourage all of us (clergy and parishioners) to go back to the drawing 

board and take a good look at what you are doing or not doing in your church, and make 

the necessary changes and corrections. You’ll be glad you did, and so will those of all 

____________________ 
246Todd V. Cioffi, “Where do they fit? What Millennials Need from the Church.” The Banner (a 

Christian Reformed Church publication, Vol.151- No51, May, 2016), 19.  
247 Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart: Putting on the Character of Christ, (Carol Stream, IL: 

Tyndale House Publishers, Inc., 2012), 236. 
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generations who are perhaps waiting for an “authentic” spiritual life-style and 

relationship with Jesus as his disciples, to come to their church; to their lives. 

The measurable results will be evident by a difference in how they live their 

lives; committed to being disciples of Jesus and moving them beyond the waters of 

baptism into lasting transformation which in turn brings discipleship to the world. 

I love Eugene Peterson’s contemporary translation (Mt 28:19-20): 

Go out and train everyone you meet, far and near, in this way of life, marking 
them by baptism in the threefold name: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Then 
instruct them in the practice of all I have commanded you. I’ll be with you as you 
do this, day after day after day, right up to the end of the age.” 248 

A practical closing comment concerning leadership and the churches they serve, 

as expressed by Dallas Willard in his book, Renovation of the Heart: Putting on the 

Character of Christ: 

A simple goal for the leaders of a particular group would be to bring all those in 
attendance to understand clearly what it means to be a disciple of Jesus and to be 
solidly committed to discipleship in their whole life. That is, when asked who 
they are, the first words out of their mouth would be, ‘I am an apprentice of Jesus 
Christ.’ This goal would have to be approached very gently and lovingly and 
patiently with existing groups, where the people involved have not understood 
this to be part of their membership commitment. 249 

And a closing scary thought 

In our present context, to be sure, serious work will have to be done, and there is a 
strong likelihood of failure. Here is a true story: A lady came to a pastor who had 
been emphasizing discipleship and said, ‘I just want to be a Christian. I don’t 
want to be a disciple. I like my life the way it is. I believe that Jesus died for my 
sins, and I will be with him when I die. Why do I have to be a disciple?’ How 
would you answer that question? Would you say, ‘You don’t’?250 

It’s a great question…and after having read this work, what would you say! 

____________________ 
248 The Message, Peterson, 73. 
249 Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart, 244. 
250 Ibid., 245. 



 

194 
 

Appendix A: Church Involvement Varies 
Widely Among U.S. Christians 

Our analysis uses a scale 
we created drawing on the 
survey’s three measures of 
congregational involvement: 
membership in a 
congregation, frequency of 
attendance at worship 
services and frequency of 
attendance at small group 
religious activities.  

While these three 
measures don’t encompass 
all the potential ways people 
might be involved in their 
congregations, they 
represent common and 
broad categories of 
congregational engagement.  

Those who are 
members of a congregation, 
attend religious services at 
least weekly and attend a 
prayer or scripture group 
weekly or monthly are 
categorized as having a 
“high” level of 
congregational involvement, 
while those who are not 
members of a congregation 
and who seldom or never 
attend religious services and 
small group prayer or 
scripture-reading groups are 
in the “low” category. All 
other respondents are 
categorized as having a 
“medium” level of congregational involvement. 

(For further information see link below for the PEW Research Center): http://pewrsr.ch/1MMUHNO 
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Appendix B: Community Church of Douglas Spiritual Needs Survey 

The research I would be using is known as “action research,” this model was 

used to gather the raw data of the survey. 

The written survey was laid out in four categories to obtain the information 

needed (see below). All questions (with few exceptions) were a “multiple choice” format. 

Many of the questions were designed to also gauge levels of intensity of the response, 

especially as it dealt with personal interest and spiritual growth. 

 To borrow a small component of the “appreciative” inquiry model, the questions 

were designed in such a way as to elicit a positive answer so as to limit the number of 

responses that become more of a negative venting, or griping over issues of personal 

dissatisfaction. So action research was the main methodology employed for the gathering 

of data through an all-church questionnaire, which also involved live interviews that were 

conducted with congregants of various ages from teens to older adults. This allowed for a 

sampling across gender, age, and involvement of people within the life of the fellowship. 

The development of the questions was designed to determine where people were in their 

own personal spiritual journey and reach a better understanding of where growth and a 

sense of belonging had occurred or was lacking. After all the raw data from my research 

was compiled and analyzed I could then best determine what my next course of action 

would be for bringing new programming opportunities to the church, or tweak existing 

ones that concerned spiritual growth for our community. 

I would be examining the “how” and “why” of their faith practice and journey, 

both corporately and individually. Looking at how have you been maturing in your faith? 

What have you been doing to achieve spiritual growth and what has been important for 
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you in that process? Followed by, why do you feel this has been important for you and is 

there something that is more important which is not addressed in this survey which 

enhances your spiritual growth? The last area of concern was, how “connected” did each 

congregant “feel?” Do you, as a worshipping attender, have a sense of “belonging” to 

something bigger than yourself in this church? 

There were 197 surveys distributed, and 163 were completed and returned for my 

review. Most surveys, with return envelopes, were handed out after a few Sunday 

worship services. Others were mailed to the “snow-birds” who were nesting in warmer 

places to avoid the approaching Michigan winter. 

The survey was broken down into four parts: 

1) General information: gender, age, church denominational background, 

worship service you attend, are you a member of the church, how long have you been 

attending here, what particular reason brought you to attend this church, etc. 

2)  Functions, church events, classes, etc. you have or are currently 

participating in. (This section employed multiple choice which also measured the 

intensity of interest) 

3) What do you like most about this church? 

4) If you could add or change one thing at this church, what might it be? 

(Obviously this required a “write in” answer if one chose to respond) 

Most people (35) have attended the church over the last 11-20 years, with (22) 

more than 20 years, and (29) in the last 4-10 years. Less than a year was (2), and 1-3 

years was (14). 
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The top three reasons given that helped them decide to attend were: (26) Felt 

welcome, it was friendly and non-judgmental; (18) Heard positive experiences from 

friends/family; (18) Pastoral staff. Two other top reasons listed were: (16) sermons, (15) 

close location. Following that were 18 other reasons with numbers listed as, (1) or (2). 

Attendance at the three traditional services was fairly even with a little less at 

the early traditional service. 

The next section was designed to help me determine what our people enjoyed or 

found beneficial as far as educational experiences, functions, events, or other 

opportunities they had attended and then to also rate those experiences. I was hoping 

to find some common links, but responses were all over the board; “different strokes…” 

Below is an example of the question format and instructions that was given: 

Think about the functions, classes, events, or opportunities that you have 

participated in while attending this church. 

Please choose three that you have participated in most frequently and rate how 

important that was for you. (Using a scale where “5” is “extremely important” and “1” is 

“not important,” rate your experience below by first listing the function or event and then 

circle one of the numbers under each function you list): 

(function)_____________________________________________________________:  
5 extremely important 4 very important 3 important 2 not very important 1 not important 
 

From the example above as it concerned parishioners functions, classes, or events 

attended, (37) were identified. This most listed with high ratings was a surprise to me! 

There were (32) who chose this event and it was our 4th Wednesday Dinner. This was a 

gathering of families from all ages (babies to adults) in attendance. It was held in the 

evening on the 4th Wednesday of every month. A wonderful meal was prepared with all 
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the trimmings. I guess it shouldn’t have surprised me as who doesn’t like a good meal 

amongst friends. It even scored higher than the worship service that came in with (19) but 

did score higher in the rating scale as “extremely important.” 

I was pleased that the second highest listing (26) was for adult education classes. 

This scored higher than the worship services and that did catch me off-guard. Community 

service projects came in at (14) and that showed me that some people enjoy serving 

others, whether in or outside the church (note that of the 14, 10 were female and 4 male). 

There were 31 other opportunities listed but with very few (1-8) listing them.  

Because of earlier information provided on the survey, I could ascertain the gender, and 

age of the person which might aid me later in the analysis concerning this section above. 

The information gleaned from the survey (overall), was very helpful as it related 

to the importance congregants placed on various areas and aspects of their experience and 

participation at the church. It also, when reading between the lines, provided me with 

insight of what they perceived as their means of spiritual enrichment and growth, which 

didn’t always line up with what the staff had perceived. 

Some interesting discoveries: 

● Adult education scored higher than attending a worship service. 

● As it concerned attending a worship service and its importance, opposite ends 

of the age spectrum were in agreement! The young 11-15 year olds scored higher than 

their 16-60 year old counterparts, but in line with what the 61-80+ year olds scored. Two 

youths did say that it was “not very important” to them. Looking at the response of the 

entire age range, the older adults (61-80+) had the most responses which doubled and 

tripled the other age groups of adults. Both of these opposite age groups, youth and oldest 
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adults, also scored similar on the “importance of becoming a member,” as being 

important. However, the older adults scored more often than the youth in a negative way 

with 12% saying it was “not very important” and 5% of which said it was “not important 

at all.” Whereas the youth said that it was or “not very important,” by 17% of their group. 

● In the area of community and belonging or feeling connected, it seemed to me 

that age was a factor in how this was rated. In the younger to middle age (15-40) then 

responses were about the same for being important for both sexes. But from (41-60) it 

was the females who scored higher than males for importance. And in the (61-65) age 

group males saw this “connectedness” to be “extremely important” by a 40% margin over 

that of their female counterparts. And then in the (71-80+) age group it reverses again 

with the women rating an “extreme importance” over the men by a 42% margin. 

● In the area of the importance of “small groups” no matter what the age was, 

the scores came back as a yawner! Not much interest here. If people had their way and 

could either take it or leave it, they most likely would simply opt out. There were some 

small groups still meeting but it seemed to be a dying cause that would need much work 

to resuscitate it. 

● Most people’s perception of their scriptural literacy scored themselves “highly 

literate.” The general understanding and research suggests that most parishioners biblical 

understanding is at that of a child’s Sunday School level of competency. Perhaps we 

think more highly of ourselves than we should in this area. 

● With the question asked, “If you could, change one thing about this church 

what might it be?” The highest response (11) was that we need have more out-reach (or) 

to increase the church’s overall attendance. I can’t help but wonder if part of that 
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response might be because of the high level of debt the church has incurred by building 

more of a facility than was actually necessary. I would love to believe that it was more of 

a missional endeavor, but I have my doubts as (8) people contributed this change, “back 

off on the urgency of paying off the mortgage early,” and “be debt free- it’s a burden,” 

and “become more aggressive in paying down our debt.” 
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Appendix C: Millennials and Their Concerns Regarding Church 

Some of the research suggests that Millennials perceive the church to be lacking 

in what they expect to find there. The larger listing of issues and concerns has been 

compressed down to the top nine most identified by surveying Millennials. This list, most 

likely, would be the same for what any devoted Christian of any age might be looking 

for. 

According to available literature and surveys, what most Millennials are looking 

for in church is: 

● An authentic spiritual communal-life experience. 

● People who are really engaged and following Jesus. 

● Meaningful messages relevant to their life experiences. 

● Experiencing transformation in people’s lives. 

● A sense of purpose or worthy goal to work toward in community. 

● Lasting life change. 

● A place where they can express their doubts or fears openly without feeling 

judged. 

● That being a Christian does make a difference in how Christians live out their 

daily lives. 

● A place to explore their: vocation, calling, giftedness, and need to contribute and 

belong. 

In not finding the above to their satisfaction, many have chosen to exit the church, 

and those faithful who have chosen to stay deal with issues of disillusionment and “fitting 

in” in their attempts of full engagement. 
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How do we reach out to Millennials and discover what they are looking for in a 

church? I believe, what Millennials are searching for today, but not finding in our 

churches, is an “authentic Christian communal experience,” focused on what it means to 

embrace the full dimensions of being a disciple or Christ-follower. Millennials desiring to 

follow Jesus Christ will need and want to discover a life of spiritual discipline that 

connects them with others and is found to be: relevant, meaningful, life changing, 

purpose driven, sustainable, and makes a difference in how they live out their lives in this 

world. Such an experiential program needs to be: biblically based, using best practices of 

group dynamics, empowered by the Holy Spirit, and lived out in Christ’s church and the 

world; resulting in not only a changed life, but also one of continual transformation. 

In order for the church to effectively address “Millennials”, we need to see them 

as people who are potentially searching for a personal, spiritual relationship with their 

creator; but who also may feel the need to question their faith or be honest about their 

doubts without fear or judgment from the church. The program I envision would need to 

foster a loving, caring, open and transparent relationship with God and fellow 

participants, all while in community together. It would lead to participants discovering 

for themselves, a loving, holy, and good God who delights in them, as well as a 

supportive, safe, and caring small communal experience of shared stories of joys, 

sorrows, doubts, and fears. They would discover the meaning and practice of being 

followers (disciples) of Jesus, and living a missional life of continual transformation in 

the church and world. This would all hopefully be fostered in a church that helps them 

take risks and practice what they’ve learned. 
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I am convinced that these outcomes can find their beginnings in a well-developed 

and executed discipleship experience, such as what the Apprentice Series offers, in which 

the participants experience and practice the following essentials built into the framework 

of the experience: 

1. A commitment to and process of, journeying together as a community. 

2. Being open to what the Holy Spirit may want to accomplish in your life. 

3. Sharing our life stories within the safe parameters of a small group. 

4. Open and honest engagement with God, His story, and biblical theology. 

5. Introducing spiritual disciplines of formation.  

6. Putting into practice what is being learned and shared openly in community. 

7. Making oneself open to accountability within the group. 

8. Creating a desire for more of the above fosters a pattern for continued growth and 

sustainability. 



 

204 
 

Appendix D: The Results of the Apprentice Survey 

The survey was designed to find out if the desired results I was interested in: 

connectedness, journeying together in a small group, sharing the narrative of our life 

stories in conjunction with God’s biblical story, and practicing what was learned, would 

create a lasting transformational life experience for participants who went through the 

Apprentice Series? 

 It was broken down into three sections, with each question designed to be 

answered with a written response. There were a total of seventeen questions. 

 Section 1- Six questions that dealt with general questions concerning Apprentice, 

 Section 2- Six questions that dealt with “stories” ours, others, and God’s, and 

 Section 3- Five questions that dealt with “transformation”. 

Fifty surveys were distributed to people from seven different churches, some 

churches were not of the Reformed Church denomination. Ages of those surveyed ranged 

from 22-80 and most churches were from West Michigan. A few college students from 

Friends University in Central Kansas, who had gone through the Apprentice Class course 

at the university, also participated. 

Of the fifty surveys sent out, twenty-seven were completed and returned. 

The document listing all the gathered responses from the survey is not feasible to 

reproduce here (there were 32, single spaced pages of collated data), but a short analysis 

and summary of each question is compiled below following a listing of the actual 

questions that appeared on the survey. 
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Survey to be taken by participants who have completed the Apprentice Series 
Program 

In this first section of the survey you will be asked some general questions regarding 
the Apprentice Series. 

1) In the Apprentice Series, James B. Smith (author) uses the term “apprentice” 
interchangeable with that of “disciple”. In your words, what does it mean to be a 
“disciple” or “apprentice” of Jesus”? 

2) Jesus taught extensively about the “kingdom of God.” Since taking Apprentice, 
what have you learned about the Kingdom of God that you didn’t know before? 

3) How (experientially) has your understanding of the reality of “the kingdom of God” 
changed for you since participating and completing the Apprentice program, if any? 

4) Three books were used in the Apprentice Series: The Good and Beautiful God, The 
Good and Beautiful Life, and The Good and Beautiful Community. Was there one 
book that stood out for you and why? 

5) Community is important in our churches. Would you say that Apprentice provided a 
format to experience “community” within the larger church community? Please 
elaborate if this was true for you or not?  

6) In regards to “community” what would you say happens in the Apprentice 
experience that doesn’t really happen in other larger church gathering experiences, 
and what is the value of this? 

In this next section you will be asked some questions regarding your experience in 
the area of “stories''; your story, God’s story and other’s stories. Please be as specific 
and personal as possible in your answers. 

1. In some churches, the Apprentice journey for you began with a seminar which may 
have included mapping out your own life story and sharing that with your 
classmates. Did you find that to be a valuable experience and why? If your 
Apprentice experience did not include such an exercise, just put N/A for your 
answer for 1 & 2. 

2. What did you learn about yourself as you prepared and shared your story with 
others? 

3. As we grew to trust one another, we went on to share more stories about our lives; 
sometimes very personal in nature. Explain how you found this to be helpful and 
enlightening in your relationships with fellow classmates? 

4. In the first book, the author attempts to help us re-discover God through his son 
Jesus, by identifying “false narratives” in our lives. Explain why this was of value 
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to you as it concerned your own story and others stories? How, if at all, did God’s 
story fit into all this for you? 

5. Have you ever participated in an experience, such as Apprentice that enables you to 
be honest and open with other Christ followers on a much deeper level of 
engagement? Why do you think this was possible? 

6. As you got to know other participants in Apprentice, you may have felt “connected” 
in some way to this small community. What correlations, if any, do you see 
between “community” and “being connected” with one another in God’s Kingdom? 

In this last section, you will be considering what “transformation” you might have 
experienced in taking the Apprentice Series Program. Please answer as 
“transparently” and “honestly” as possible. 

1. Did you experience any “transformation” (doing things differently) in your life after 
having completed Apprentice and if so, please explain what that would be and look 
like for you? 

2. It’s been said, that if no “change” occurs in a life that has been involved in a 
learning experience, then true “learning” has not occurred, but rather, just an 
exchange of information or knowledge. In Apprentice, we practiced certain 
experiential disciplines during the week; why do you think we did this? Do you 
think those exercises were helpful or not, and how does this fit in with the above 
statement as it concerns “transformation”? 

3. Several have made the statement after going through Apprentice, that… “I live 
differently now, attempting to live in and experience God’s kingdom each day, 
rather than just living from Sunday to Sunday.” If that has been true for you could 
you elaborate on that; and if not, why do you think that is? 

4. Dallas Willard made this statement in his book, The Divine Conspiracy, “It is now 
generally acknowledged, as we have noted, that one can be a professing Christian 
and a church member in good standing without being a disciple.” How does this 
thought strike you and what does it say to you about “transformation” and the 
Apprentice Series? 

5. It may have been awhile since you took the Apprentice Series; can you honestly say 
you live differently today because of having taken Apprentice and are you striving 
for more, or is it just another distant memory of a class taken? Please be as honest 
as possible…this is important in evaluating the Apprentice program! 
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A short compilation of each response to the questions was analyzed and 

summarized to briefly capture a common focus of the participants’ answers. A short 

commentary is added from my own reaction and discovery of what was found in the 

gathered data. 

SECTION 1 – General questions 

Q1: In the Apprentice Series, James B. Smith (author) uses the term “apprentice” 

interchangeable with that of “disciple”. In your words, what does it mean to be a 

“disciple” or “apprentice” of Jesus”? 

I was pleased to find that almost everyone had a very similar answer to this 

question and nailed it as far as I’m concerned. 

Some of the answers: “One who follows another; he believes in the leader and 

embraces his teaching”, “…an apprentice of Christ learns about him and mirrors what he 

does because the goal is to be like him”, “I think of an apprentice as one who makes a 

commitment to master the tools, the trade, the thinking and being of a selected esteemed 

person.” 

Q2: Jesus taught extensively about the “kingdom of God.” Since taking 

Apprentice, what have you learned about the Kingdom of God that you didn’t know 

before? 

Again, most every person had a bead on this one as well; with the majority of 

people understanding that through their Apprentice training, the kingdom of God is “here 

and now” and we are meant to be “living in it,” not just off somewhere in the future to be 

experienced after one dies. 

Some of the answers: “Seek God first, avoid the worldly life so as not to get 

caught up in it.” “The KOG is a present realm where we can enjoy the blessings of God’s 
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rule.” “When we live where God is and bow down to the Lordship of Christ, we’re living 

in God’s ‘unshakable’ kingdom.” “I thought that the KOG was what one experienced 

once my life on earth ended. However the App series helped me see that God’s kingdom 

is here on earth, that it's the workings of God in all people, in all places.” “The world is in 

trouble, but God’s Kingdom is not!” 

Q3: How (experientially) has your understanding of the reality of “the kingdom of 

God” changed for you since participating and completing the Apprentice program, if any? 

The answer I was looking for was a different way of approaching this kingdom, 

and to enjoy living in it each day. There were a variety of answers ranging from 

“…before Apprentice I thought it was heaven!” to “…how I interact with others during 

the day.” Most answers did suggest a new perspective of living differently in Christ and 

his kingdom on a daily basis. 

Some of the answers: “Before apprentice I thought the KOG meant the kingdom 

was only for the ‘perfect’ Christian and I thought God chose the people who he thought 

were ‘good enough’ now I know God welcomes everyone, if you seek him.” “I think I 

have increased in awareness of how self-centered I am, and that is contrary to our 

purpose as Christians in the kingdom.” “My experience of life in general is completely 

different with my shift in narrative of the kgdom [sic]. The way I act toward others, the 

way I interact with my friends, the conversations I have with people. Everything I do is 

part of the kgdom [sic], so I want my actions to show that.” “Since my understanding of 

the kingdom changed I have been able to live differently. I am now more aware of God 

working in my current life.” “I didn’t understand the ‘available now’ concept and I 

certainly didn’t live in the belief that ‘I am safe in the kingdom.’ (As an Apprentice 
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monitor/guide) I distinctly remember standing in front of a white board getting to write 

that phrase (I am safe in the kingdom) before an Apprentice class and saying to myself, 

‘Can this be true?’ and having a moment of clarity that no matter what happens, I am 

safe, and it has never left me. 

Q4: Three books were used in the Apprentice Series: The Good and Beautiful 

God, The Good and Beautiful Life, and The Good and Beautiful Community. Was there 

one book that stood out for you and why? 

Almost unanimously, participants sighted, The Good and Beautiful God, as the 

one they really enjoyed. This first book, which focuses in on “false narratives” turned out 

to be an eye-opener and life changer for most people. 

Some of the answers: “The Good and Beautiful God, as it helped me know and 

understand him for who he really is to me.” “The GBG, it helped me overcome many of 

the inner-narratives that I held about God, such as having a tendency towards anger and 

vengeance if we do wrong.” “The Good and Beautiful Community” because at that point 

(book three) I felt like I could really understand the exercises and what they had come to 

mean to me.” “I enjoyed the first book, TGBG. The false narratives were very interesting 

to me as I realized that I had believed some of them.” “This is a hard question; all the 

books were very powerful. I guess the first book ‘TGBG’ would have to be the 

cornerstone of all the books. Growing up as a Catholic, I loved God but I did not know 

how to relate and interact with him. As an adult, I still struggle with that today. This book 

helped me become closer with God. He is now my friend, confidant. I have let go of false 

narratives that I had been carrying around about life and God.” 
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Q5: Community is important in our churches. Would you say that Apprentice 

provided a format to experience “community” within the larger church community? 

Please elaborate if this was true for you or not? 

Most answered as I would have hoped and expected; that “community” was 

experienced and in such a way that is probably not possible in a larger church group 

setting. Reasons being the smaller group size and openness, transparency and sharing in a 

safe environment so as not to feel threatened or judged, and a desire to learn what others 

think and be able to agree or disagree appropriately. Having myself, participated in this 

small communal experience, I discovered not only did it take some time for the group to 

gel as a “community” and begin the deeper sharing of our lives, but also we soon 

discovered how similar and dissimilar our life experiences had been. This made the 

group's experience all that more interesting and thought-provoking for all participants. 

Some of the answers: “The community experience developed naturally together as 

we practiced spiritual exercises and were provided opportunity for transparent discussion 

without fear of being judged; this was a new experience for me.” “The first time taking 

Apprentice in a small group was both intimidating at times and yet very powerful!” “Yes, 

it gave us a chance to get to know each other in a way not possible on Sunday mornings.” 

“Yes it did, because I am (now) aware that my neighbors, co-workers, friends, 

acquaintances, and people I haven’t even met yet, are all part of the ‘larger’ community.” 

“Absolutely! I participated with several people who I did not know. We developed such a 

strong bond through this experience. Sharing our struggles, celebrations, and wonders 

with our walk with God. The participants of this class will forever be tied to me.” “As a 

Christian Formation major at Friends University, the community was kind of built-in to 
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my experience. The other CSF majors are all going through the same experiences as 

me...so we all bond pretty easily. Not only that, but we draw each other deeper. We ask 

hard questions; we have more than surface level interactions. The community I have been 

part of, because of Apprentice, has changed my life.” “There was a real sense of 

community in the class, which added so much to my learning. The class would not have 

had so much impact on me without that community. There was a strong sense that we 

were on a spiritual journey together. 

Q6: In regards to “community” what would you say happens in the Apprentice 

experience that doesn’t really happen in other larger church gathering experiences, and 

what is the value of this? 

Some of the answers: “I would say that app provided a non-judgmental, loving, 

and grace filled context. I think this is important when relating to those in our 

community, and larger church.” “I had a fear of being judged by a church community if 

you were to share your deepest, darkest secrets, fears, or doubts; this happened in the 

smaller Apprentice group, but would never happened [sic] in the larger church 

gatherings.” “The chance to know others more deeply.” “The topics were developed over 

several meetings which help develop the concept vs regular church service that changes 

topics each week.” “My husband and I got to know the others in our group and hear their 

struggles, their stories and their accomplishments. We made friends for a lifetime; this 

does not happen when you simply ‘attend a church service’.” “Church attendance allows 

you to show up, worship and follow expected behaviors without really baring your inner 

feelings or asking questions. It may give people a sense of community, but doesn’t allow 
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the intimacy that can provide forgiveness, encouragement, support, etc. that small group 

discussions can give.” 

Almost all of the responses to this question demonstrates that deeper and more 

intimate relationships can and did develop within the small group experience of 

Apprentice. People did feel “safe” within the structure of Apprentice and were able to 

“let their hair down” to be real and honest about their fears, doubts, hurts, and failures 

with others and feel the comradery of “like experiences” with the other participants. 

Many reported that deep lasting friendships had emerged as a result of Apprentice and the 

“small group” experience. This suggests to me that what is celebrated corporately in the 

“larger” community (worship service), should also be complimented with a “small 

group” experience to accomplish a more intimate discipleship experience. 

SECTION 2- Questions regarding “stories” 

Q1: In some churches, the Apprentice journey for you began with a seminar 

which may have included mapping out your own life story and sharing that with your 

classmates. Did you find that to be a valuable experience and why? If your Apprentice 

experience did not include such an exercise, just put N/A for your answer for 1 & 2. 

This is a very important part of the Apprentice experience as was noted earlier in 

my own seminary doctoral program. This was highly valued by the participants and 

opened the door for later deeper conversations and transparency. There were a few who 

did not like the experience as it made them very “uncomfortable”; standing before others, 

sharing their story with strangers, maybe for the first time, even trying to put their own 

story on paper (which was true for most of the classes). But even these people saw the 

value of it afterwards and some even overcame their fears and later reached an 

appreciation for the experience! There is a powerful component in sharing “our stories.” 
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One side note, those who were not able to attend or go through the opening seminar and 

“mapping” experience missed this bonding experience and it took longer for them to 

catch up with the rest of the group. It is one reason why this seminar is required to attend 

before the classroom experience starts. 

Some of the answers: “This was a valuable experience as it provided opportunity 

for me to think about, visualize, document and share my life story. I hadn’t really 

considered where I came from and how my ‘life story’ shaped who I am and where my 

views on various topics came from. Our past shapes our present in many ways but 

especially as it relates to our inner beliefs, right or wrong.” “Yes, it was powerful to hear 

everyone’s story but it was uncomfortable at times. I enjoyed listening to my classmates' 

stories and learning more about them, but I don’t like standing and talking before 

people.” “I found creating the map to be very difficult because I am a very private person. 

However, by the time I was done I felt freed.” “As people shared their stories, we got a 

better understanding of how each person was drawn into this program and what they were 

looking for.” “I found mapping my life story was a valuable experience; considering that 

the group did not know anything about me or my life journey until I presented my 

timeline.” “This was helpful as it broke the ice for everyone.” “Very valuable experience 

- it accelerated the community bonding and sharing ability by at least six weeks!”  

Q2 and Q3: What did you learn about yourself as you prepared and shared your 

story? How did opening your life and stories to your fellow classmates make a difference 

for you? 

Most stated they were impacted by being forced to look at their own lives 

(“stories”) and also to have the opportunity to listen to others stories. Emotions surfaced 
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as old hurts or losses were spoken of; joys and breakthroughs were revealed. The class 

began experiencing being drawn together in empathy, compassion, as we listened and 

shared the human drama of triumph and tragedy in our stories. By participating in this 

experience (as hard as it may be), the bonding had started which is one of the key factors 

that this exercise is done; the other being that few people take the time to review their 

stories with themselves, yet alone with others! Many noted “bonding” as part of their 

experience and that we all go through basically good times, bad times and tragic times in 

our journeys; it’s nice to come to the realization that we are not alone. Bottom line, our 

stories reveal “who we are and where we’ve been in our journey.” 

Q4: In the first book, the author attempts to help us re-discover God through his 

son Jesus, by identifying “false narratives” in our lives. Explain why this was of value to 

you as it concerned your own story and others stories? How, if at all, did God’s story fit 

into all this for you? 

This question focuses on what came out of people’s experience in reading book 

one. And I don’t have to reiterate here that learning about and discovering our “false 

narratives” is quite an “ah-ha” moment for many people; for some it’s totally life 

changing and freeing. For most, this is where transformation began to take shape. 

Some of the answers: “Finding the false narratives in my own life helped me to 

begin changing and falling in line with God’s story.” “Hearing what others accepted as 

false narratives helped me to see that I am not the only one who harbors false narratives 

and accept [sic] that it is part of the human experience.” “False narratives can steer us in 

the wrong direction; some I had grown accustomed to hearing were, ‘God is disappointed 

in you!’, ‘God will only bless you when you are good’, and ‘God gave up on you.’ I 
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knew he loved me deep down, but this book made sure to reinforce God’s love through 

soul training (exercises/spiritual disciplines).” “The false narratives hit close to home; 

mine got turned around due to the study. It was interesting to hear things others grew up 

believing about God, Jesus and themselves which are not true.” “False narratives was of 

extreme value because as James B Smith stated in his first book, ‘we must replace the 

false narratives with the narratives of Jesus, which will help us make significant steps 

toward change.’” “We grow up believing that there are logical consequences for our 

behavior, since in early childhood, we are punished for wrong doings….as we mature it is 

logical to think that when one is good, life should be ‘good’. If something bad happens 

we automatically think there is punishment.” “Rediscovering Jesus was huge for me; I 

was missing the whole point of the gospel until I read this first book…I heard about 

Grace all over again, but this time from the perspective of love.” “I personally related to 

many of the false narratives Dr. Smith presented in his first book…some of the narratives 

were deeply ingrained in my life and through his book I was able to identify and release 

those narratives.” “It was very helpful to know the truth and to find the lies that are stuck 

inside my head. I take my own thinking as true, so getting glimpses of where my brain is 

messed up is helpful in seeing God as he truly is.” “Growing up in the Calvinist tradition, 

the recognition of “false narratives” was refreshing and very encouraging. I grew up 

thinking certain (false) things about God and my relationship with him; this was my 

favorite part of Apprentice.” “I think it’s very beautiful when one person can say ‘I 

believe this’ and another can say, ‘I believe that’ and in the end both can say, ‘I believe 

God is good.’” 
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Q5: Have you ever participated in an experience, such as Apprentice that enables 

you to be honest and open with other Christ followers on a much deeper level of 

engagement? Why do you think this was possible? 

Some have and shared their experience; most had not and shared what they found 

to be of importance. Most found the Apprentice experience to be something other than a 

bible study or book study; where lives are shared in openness and support is offered at a 

deeper and more personal level. One observation: The second part of the question asked 

was, “Why do you think this was possible?” Although several spoke of the deeper and 

more honest sharing that took place without the fear of being judged by others, no one 

recalled how at the opening seminar, that a considerable amount of time was given to 

what our “rules of conduct” would be that were drafted by the participants, written up 

and signed by all, in agreement and commitment. It was also distributed and gone over at 

the beginning of our first class room session. This was done to foster an environment in 

which transparency could be openly done and people would feel safe. 

Some of the answers: “Although I have participated in many home groups 

through church where the intention was to allow for honest and open conversation 

without fear or judgment, this was rarely manifested and often resulted in debate or 

feelings of judgment…gossip resulted in anyone who was transparent. In Apprentice this 

was not the case; we were allowed to be transparent without fear of being judged or 

excommunicated.” “I have not…this is the most meaningful study that I have done.” “It 

was so good to be accountable to one another and to know we were all involved every 

week with soul training exercises and to share our experiences in doing that, forcing us to 

live it.” “I have been in small groups that were open, but only a handful of people would 
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ever speak up; with App we all shared!” As part of my educational training, I have 

participated in group therapy and led group therapy too. Being transparent about 

struggles provides opportunities for healing & support, as well as feeling good about 

encouraging others & enabling them to heal & not feel alone.” “I have been in other bible 

studies that allowed for open and honest sharing, but App has been the deepest level of 

engagement and the most life changing.” “I have been in several bible studies and do not 

remember this kind of honesty and openness in any of them; that is what made App 

special and meaningful for me.” 

Q6: As you got to know other participants in Apprentice, you may have felt 

“connected” in some way to this small community. What correlations, if any, do you see 

between “community,” “being connected,” and God’s Kingdom? 

I was hoping people may have connected the dots concerning “a connected 

community” is what is experienced in God’s kingdom. Most everyone got the idea of 

connectedness and community, but no one related that back to an understanding of God’s 

kingdom. 

One thought lingers for me; you can be disconnected in community, much like 

two people living under the same roof but never interacting with each other. Apprentice 

works to establish both “community” and “connectedness.” To be in community, it seems 

to me, requires being connected to one another on many levels; if not then it really 

doesn’t fit a good definition of what “community” ought to be or something that most 

definitely happens in God’s kingdom. 

Some of the answers: “Trusting others is something that I have struggled with. 

My experience with Apprentice and the connections that were created within our 
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community helped me learn to trust others. I still struggle with finding friends who I can 

trust, but now know it is possible because of the Apprentice experience.” “We had 

become so close as a group that it was a let-down when the class was over.” “It brought 

me closer to God and Jesus and I wanted to tell everyone about it!” “I feel I have a group 

of people who I will always be connected to. I look to them for continued support, and I 

hope they feel the same way about their journey (with me).” “This connected feeling is so 

important. My husband and I move around a lot due to his career; in fact, we now live in 

Colorado and the church we engaged in for App was in Douglas, MI. I consider those 

from that group to be my friends. I honestly have not had such a close church group 

since. It was a positive experience to share with strangers & feel acceptance.” “I missed 

getting together when it was over, as there was an accountability factor to continue with 

devotions, etc. and I missed the discussions.” “Community is being connected; if you 

don’t feel connected to those around you, then it isn’t real community… my experience 

with App has taught me that. Once you experience real community you realize what you 

have been missing out on all along.” “It was deeply personal in its connectedness, so 

much so that our first group didn’t want to disband, but we came to realize that we 

needed to treasure the experience but move on to similar experiences with others – to 

grow the body of Christ.” “You can be in community but not connected. Relationships 

that are meaningful and real help you to feel connected in a community.” “Liberated and 

loving!” 

SECTION 3- Questions on “transformation” 

Q1: Did you experience any “transformation” (doing things differently) in your 

life after having completed Apprentice and if so, please explain what that would be and 

look like for you? 
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I know in my own life, it was very transformational just to be in a relationship 

with a small group of people, some very different than myself. It was a breath of fresh air 

to hear people talk about their lives in such a way as to be open, honest, and share where 

they struggled with God and also with others. When someone would experience a “break-

through” in their life and find hope, great peace or joy, my heart would rejoice to see the 

Holy Spirit at work in our shared lives and transformation. It was also a blessing for me 

to see the group come alongside those who were grieving or hurting and be so supportive. 

To be part of others, and my own transformation, was in itself a very moving 

transformational experience. Practice was a key to personal development through the 

disciplines the group was experimenting with. 

Some of the answers: “Although I have not been completely faithful to them, I 

found some of the spiritual disciplines to be transformative.” “I found a clarity and 

deeper connection to God.” “I- really began to have more meaningful conversations with 

God and felt like I was connecting with him and his kingdom every week.” “I didn’t feel 

any transformation in my life after having completed Apprentice but during the years as a 

group and doing the reading of the books and exercises I felt peace; can’t describe it, but 

I felt God loved me and I was on the right path to learn about him and grow my 

relationship with him, Jesus and the community.” “My relationship with God has 

definitely changed since this class. I feel more connected to him; I feel closer to him than 

ever before. This class has changed me forever. I am more aware of the type of person 

God wants me to be. I feel I can live a life closer to how he wants me to.” “Most of my 

life looks different now. One of the biggest changes that has occurred is my willingness 

to be honest about my life/feelings with my friends; I have learned how to be vulnerable 



 

220 
 

and how to recognize my emotions; this has been life changing for me.” “Yes, I find 

myself to be far less judgmental and eager to make the most loving response in situations 

that previously would have left me angry or critical. I am operating far more out of a 

paradigm of LOVE.” “I think my biggest realization was that I am not perfect, and God 

still loves me anyway. This knowledge helped me immensely; I used to be so wracked 

with guilt whenever I made a mistake or committed a sin. If I got sick, the car broke 

down, etc., it was God punishing me for something I had done. Today I know that just 

isn’t true. God is good and wants only my good; he loves me and that is enough.” “I think 

differently about God. I am open to the Holy Spirit. I train and practice living like Jesus 

did when he was on earth. I think before I act and treat people with more respect. I am no 

longer fearful or anxious because I trust that God is in control and I am safe in his 

kingdom.” “I have a whole new perspective on life; App has transformed the way I 

interact with others. I see the goodness of others more than their perceived faults…so I 

judge others less.” 

Q2: It’s been said that if no “change” occurs in a life that has been involved in a 

learning experience, then true “learning” has not occurred, but rather, just an exchange of 

information or knowledge. In Apprentice, we practiced certain experiential disciplines 

during the week; why do you think we did this? Do you think those exercises were 

helpful or not, and how does this fit in with the above statement as it concerns 

“transformation?” 

These set of questions received a very positive reaction concerning the 

participants’ experiences. They ranged from being brought closer to God, to going deeper 

into his word; to having done the exercises during Apprentice, but not being able to keep 
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up the practice since the group disbanded because of life or business. This I believe is the 

key to experiencing the transformation we seek in our lives; to practice, practice, 

practice so these attributes of a spirit filled and led life become almost second nature to 

us. There have been plenty of studies that show bad habits are hard to break but can be 

and replaced with new and healthy habits, but again, the way to this is through practice; 

much like learning to play the piano! In Colossians 3:1-10, Paul lists the virtues of our 

godly character development and he admonishes the church in Colossae, to clothe 

themselves with these virtues. Above all these wonderful virtues, he adds, “put on love, 

which binds them all together in perfect unity.” And in the fourth chapter of his letter he 

makes this interesting statement, “Whatever you have learned or received or heard from 

me, or even seen in me – put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you” 

(emphasis added). Learning new material doesn’t necessarily produce the changes we 

desire, but “true” learning has taken place when “change” is experienced and is lasting. I 

like what Richard Rohr, from the order of Franciscan monks once said concerning 

transformation, 

“The question for us is always, ‘how can we turn information into 

transformation?’ How can we use the sacred texts, traditions, and experiences to lead 

people into new places with God, with life, with themselves?” 

Maybe what these two Apprentice participants stated in answer to this survey 

question says it best, 

“The weekly exercises were training experiences for becoming more and more 

like Jesus; over time and with consistency (they) are used by the grace of God through 
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the power of the Holy Spirit to transform me. I found myself growing in patience, love, 

and surrender of my will.” 

“The soul-training exercises are the way to transformation. Only by deliberately 

choosing solitude, simplicity, service, living in the present, prayer, etc., can we slowly 

make the attitude and behavior changes that lead to transformation.” 

Q3: Several have made the statement after going through Apprentice, that… “I 

live differently now, attempting to live in and experience God’s kingdom each day, rather 

than just living from Sunday to Sunday.” If that has been true for you could you elaborate 

on that; and if not, why do you think that is? 

For myself, I have learned how to live in the moment through my experience with 

Apprentice. Living in the moment, is to practice being aware of those around you, and to 

intentionally be “on-call” if the Holy Spirit should nudge you to say or do something for 

someone in your midst (or elsewhere). This has taken the focus off myself, and made me 

more available for God’s use. If he were to nudge me, I would be ready to respond in 

faith and obedience to whatever he might lay upon my heart/mind in a given moment. 

A summary of some others responses 

Several responded with “I feel closer to God now than I ever have before.” Many 

see other people differently now; and some have experienced emotional healing. False 

narratives that once bound have been left behind with freeing scriptural truth now 

replacing the old ideas. One such false narrative is: God is an angry God, waiting to 

punish you if you step out of line. The truth, as revealed in scripture, is that God is a very 

loving and compassionate God, who grants mercy and loving kindness, even if we should 

fail. He is always ready to forgive the penitent person and restore them. Participants state 

they try and live each day now in God’s presence and will for their lives. “Time spent 
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with God, or vice versa, has run-off effects on how I live my daily life and my encounters 

with other people.” Attitudes, emotions, behaviors have softened and are not as harsh as 

many learn to live out their life in Christ with more compassion. People tend to see 

themselves “redefined”; someone different than the person that was defined by their 

failures or personalities are now seen as God sees them... “I am one in whom Christ 

dwells and delights.” Several stopped struggling trying to see God in the everyday…Now 

He is evident all around them; in others, their family, nature, at work. His kingdom has 

taken on new significance and meaning to most participants as they have been challenged 

to live in that kingdom here and now. One pastor commented, “I have a better framework 

for understanding how disciples are made/grown.” More than one noted how they do not 

live in fear or high anxiety as much as they used to or not at all now.” These personal 

examples serve to demonstrate how Apprentice has brought transformation to 

participants’ lives. 

Q4: Dallas Willard made this statement in his book, The Divine Conspiracy, “It is 

now generally acknowledged, as we have noted, that one can be a professing Christian 

and a church member in good standing without being a disciple.” 

How does this thought strike you and what does it say to you about 

“transformation” and the Apprentice Series? 

The participants answers to this tough question reflect an understanding that being 

a “disciple” of Christ is something that requires living your life in such a way, that you 

learn to live and breathe the Kingdom of God and spend time with him as an 

“apprentice;” learning more of him and disciplining yourself to a “deeper walk” if you 

will. It requires a community of believers to do so; “no man is an island”. It gains us no 
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reward from God, but does have lasting benefits for our own life and spiritual maturity, 

but having said that, it requires daily practices. Apprentice provides ways or a model, 

which helps the person who is serious about discipleship to work towards this end. Just 

doing or knowing “all the right things” does not make a disciple; it requires work on our 

part as we participate in cooperation with the Holy Spirit to produce transformation in our 

lives. 

Some of the answers: “Being an apprentice requires effort. We aren’t rewarded 

for the work we put in, but living a life with Jesus does require us to be mindful of it and 

to put in daily effort. That is what Apprentice teaches, and that is what is different from 

most American churches.” “I understand this quote from Dr Willard to mean that it is 

possible to do the ‘Christian thing’ by attending church regularly, doing good things, and 

living in a way that doesn’t harm others. The problem is that many Christians do so 

without working to become more Christ-like. App counters this by equipping participants 

with clear cut ways to become disciples; personally growing in relationship with Christ 

and giving several ways to expand God’s kingdom.” 

Q5: It may have been awhile since you took the Apprentice Series; can you 

honestly say you live differently today because of having taken Apprentice and are you 

striving for more, or is it just another distant memory of a class taken? Please be as 

honest as possible…this is important in evaluating the Apprentice program! 

Most have answered this positively with examples of how this has in fact 

occurred in their lives. I can certainly attest to this in my own life after having gone 

through Apprentice three times now. It has been one of the best experiences I have been 

able to participate in for spiritual development. 
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Some answers summarized: Living differently today: Soul training exercises 

practiced, false-narratives that were corrected, living everyday intentionally with God, 

experiencing the kingdom daily, I think more of God, pray more, appreciate life and have 

learned to love others more, experience divine guidance more, new life direction or calls 

to something different, seeking continued growth, more ‘others centered’ then ‘self-

centered.’ A desire to share what has been learned, people notice a difference in me, 

attitude, behavioral changes experienced with a deeper commitment to God and his 

kingdom. Many admitted that they have let the “practices” slide that were learned and 

enjoyed while in Apprentice. This slipping away has brought a disappointment in 

participants’ lives which are blamed on a busy lifestyle, daily distractions, or just plain 

laziness. Several have made the comment that they need to once again return to these 

disciplines, and some have done just that. The key I observed and learned for myself is, 

any discipline worth keeping, must be continually practiced. Stop practicing it, and it will 

most likely disappear from your experience. If it’s worth keeping, then it must also be 

worth practicing daily! 

Overall, I would have to suggest that there have been significant and lasting 

changes for those who have participated in the Apprentice Series. The returned surveys 

confirmed the transformation that I had hoped to see in participants' lives, and in my own 

life. Thus, I fully believe and am confident that the model and methodology that is 

represented in this experience/program, does in fact lead to the desired outcome of 

disciple development, which leads to achieving “transformation” that is both life-

changing and lasting in the lives of those who participate. 
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Appendix E: The Apprentice Series Overview 
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Appendix F: Example of Apprentice Series Consistent Class Format 
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