
joshua hartwigsen, 12.1.19 (pm) 

 

DISCIPLESHIP MEANS…? 
Matthew 28:18-20 
 
 
The master/disciple relationship offered a commonly understood, and practiced, relationship in 
the Mediterranean world of the first century; individuals would find a master whose teachings 
they believed benefitted them in some way and would associate themselves with that teacher, 
learning from the teacher and learning to imitate the teacher. While Jesus’ used that common 
relationship, his application of it differed from its usual form in his world. Developing a better 
understanding of what it means to be a “disciple” of Jesus will help us better understand the 
life we claim as Christians today.  
 

“Make disciples”1 
• While Jesus himself called his first disciples (cf. Matthew 4:18-22), he commissioned and 

empowered them to call other disciples on his behalf (Matthew 28:18-20; Acts 1:8). 

• The New Testament writings offer one important way the disciples fulfilled their task of 
inviting people to follow Jesus. Their writings, written under the direction of Jesus’ Holy 
Spirit (John 14:26; 16:12-14; 1 Corinthians 2:6-16), offer “the mind of Christ” to their 
readers (1 Corinthians 2:16); we can experience Jesus’ call to discipleship for ourselves 
through the New Testament. 

• The New Testament not only outlines Jesus’ authority to call followers, it also reveals his 
worthiness to be followed (Ephesians 1:18-23; Colossians 1:15-20; Revelation 5:1-14). 

• Even though he possesses authority to call disciples and is worthy of being followed, he only 
calls into discipleship those who willingly submit themselves to his divine identity and 
authority (Matthew 7:21-23; cf. John 6:68-69; Matthew 28:18-20; Acts 2:14-41). 

• A few features define the master/disciple relationship one enters into with Jesus when they 
become a Christian. For example: 

o One must intend to become a disciple; it cannot happen accidentally or 
unintentionally (cf. Matthew 28:18-20). 

o Discipleship requires willing and complete selflessness (Mark 8:34-37; Luke 14:25-
33; Philippians 3:7-11). 

o The selflessness of discipleship focuses on rejecting one’s ‘old’ identity in favor of a 
‘new’, Jesus-shaped identity (Galatians 3:27-28; Romans 8:29; 2 Corinthians 3:18; 
Galatians 2:20; 4:19; Ephesians 4:15-16; Colossians 1:27-28). 

o The adoption of a Jesus-shaped identity involves transformation in thinking and 
behavior (Romans 12:1; Ephesians 5:1-2; Philippians 2:1-8).  
 

 
1 Matthew 28:19. All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent 
Text Edition, Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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Applications 
• Discipleship’s goal of the transformation happens through deliberate practices designed to 

help one both better understand Jesus and the expectations he has for his disciples. Those 
practices include things like: 

o Prayer (cf. Luke 5:16). 
o The study of, and meditation on, scripture (cf. Matthew 4:1-11). 
o Service to others (Matthew 20:20-28).  

• Most people know about the practices of discipleship (i.e. prayer, study, meditation, 
service, fasting, worship, etc.), yet few purposefully and consistently practice them. 
Consider, for example, the following items from a 2016 Barna report about discipleship2: 

o While the topic of discipleship has dramatically increased in popularity over the last 
decade, the survey found a disconnect between the popularity of the subject and its 
practice.  For example, “despite believing their church emphasizes spiritual growth, 
engagement with the practices associated with discipleship leave much to be 
desired. For example, only 20 percent of Christian adults are involved in some sort of 
discipleship activity”. 

o The small percentage of people actively pursuing discipleship and people’s self-
perception reveals another area of tension. “Most people perceive they are growing 
and say they want to develop spiritually. Yet, self-perceptions also show that 
Christians tend to be quite satisfied in their spirituality, perhaps edging toward 
complacency. Most Christians express satisfaction with their spiritual lives: Thirty-
eight percent of Christian adults say they are “happy with where they are in their 
spiritual life” and another 36 percent are “almost to where they want to be.” 

o People’s self-perception and the wide-spread lack of discipleship activity sets the 
stage for the study’s findings that show “little correlation between activity and 
perceived growth, further revealing the disconnect between how people think about 
their spirituality and what’s actually happening in their lives. For example, most 
practicing Christians feel they have made “a lot” (40%) or “some” (51%) progress in 
their personal spiritual growth in the past year” even though they have actively done 
little to cultivate that growth.   

o The survey also revealed another area of disconnect - “among Christians who say 
spiritual growth is important, more than one-third say they prefer to pursue spiritual 
growth on their own (37%). Similarly, two in five of all Christian adults consider their 
spiritual life to be “entirely private” (41%).”  The perspective of discipleship as a 
private, personal affair grates against the very public expectations of discipleship (cf. 
Matthew 28:18-20) and the context of the church family within which one cultivates 
their discipleship (cf. Ephesians 4:11-16). 

 
Jesus calls disciples, but the call to discipleship carries the expectation of a new life filled with 
new, discipleship-oriented practices. We should therefore examine our lives to see what our 
activities reveal about our discipleship to Jesus.  

 
2  https://www.barna.com/research/new-research-on-the-state-of-discipleship/ 


