Connect group questions
What is a disciple?
1.

What was expected of disciples of rabbis in the 1st century? (Review from Kevin’s message).

2.

What stood out for you about the life of a 1st century disciple of one of the rabbis?

Kevin pointed to four aspects of being a 1st century disciple which were part and parcel of being a disciple
of Jesus of Nazareth:
COMMITMENT – read Luke 14:25-33
3.
Why would Jesus commend hating our family? How is this word translated ‘hate’ being used?

4.

What do you find hard about putting Jesus before your others – even your family?

5.

Read Luke 9:59-62 – why is Jesus so tough with these people? What is this saying to us?

SACRIFICE – read Matthew 8:19-20, Luke 18:22-30 and Luke 14:27-33
6.
Again – why is this so hard/demanding?

7.

Recall the blessings in the midst of the call for sacrifice.

EMULATION – read Luke 6:40 and Matthew 10:24-25
8.
How are to become like Jesus today?
SUBMISSION – read Luke 6:46, John 14:15-23
9.
Kevin said “absolute submission to the authority of Jesus that is foundational to the concept of
Christian discipleship” and “Jesus CANNOT CONCEIVE of a person being his disciple and NOT
obeying him. It was INCONCEIVABLE”. What do you make of this?
The high demands Jesus placed on those who would be his disciples, were no different to what all first
century rabbis demanded. And as the number of Jesus’ disciples grew from an initial 12 in the beginning,
growing to at least 70 by Luke 10, Jesus continued to demand this stringent allegiance. But there were at
least two important differences:
QUALIFICATIONS – read Acts 4:13
10.
You don’t need to be schooled to be a disciple of Jesus. What is the first requirement in becoming a
disciple?
UNIVERALITY – read Matthew 28:19-20
11.
People from all nations are to be made disciples. An offer open to everyone! What is the both the
challenge and joy of this reality?
CONCLUSION
What is the greatest challenge for you from Sunday’s sermon? What is the difference between following
someone on Facebook and following Jesus? Why do some people live as though following Jesus is just a
tiny unimportant component of their life? What did Kevin say about such people? How can we encourage
one another in commitment, sacrifice, emulation and submission?
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INTRODUCTION
My topic this morning is What Is A Disciple? But before we can understand what a disciple IS, we need to
understand what a disciple WAS in the first century. Because when the Bible uses the word “disciple” it is
referring to a practice, in fact a whole institution, that was very familiar to first century Jews, but almost
completely unknown to us in the 21st century.
When we read this word “disciple” in our Bibles, we are reading it from a point of extreme dislocation, in
terms of both time and culture. Because discipleship is something that has not been practiced for over 2000
years – not in the way that it was in the first century.
So, to help us understand what the Bible means when it uses this term “disciple”, I’m going to take us
back in time. We’re going to jump into a time machine, and we’re going to go back in time, 2,000 years
to the time of Christ.
Are you ready? Let’s fire up the Delorian. Because we’re going back! And where we’re going, we don’t
need roads.
In first century Jewish society, almost every boy attended synagogue school, known as Bet Sefer, from the
age of 5 to 12. Only boys from extremely poor families didn’t attend, as they had to start work in their
father’s business at the age of 5 to help support the family. But every other boy went to synagogue school,
where they studied their sacred text, the Tenach, our Old Testament, and in particular, the Torah, the first
five books. By the age of 12 the most gifted students had memorised huge portions of the Torah. And the
very best of them had memorised the entire Torah. And I mean memorised, word for word.
Upon graduation, at the age of 12, the majority of boys were apprenticed to some kind of trade - carpentry,
stone masonry, butchery, etc. But the brightest of the students, were chosen to be a disciple of a rabbi - a
religious teacher. And the very best of the best of the students, were chosen by the greatest and most
famous rabbis. It was an incredible honour to become a disciple of a rabbi.
A boy who was chosen to be a disciple, left home and lived with the rabbi for the next 8 years. He followed
the rabbi everywhere and hung on his every word. His task during those 8 years was not to learn the
scriptures, because he had already done that, he had already memorised them, but to learn the Rabbi’s
interpretation of the scriptures.
A first century rabbi demanded 4 things of a disciple:
1. ABSOLUTE COMMITMENT TO THE RABBI
The rabbi became more important to the young disciple than his own mother or father. To give you an
example, the Jewish Talmud, the book of religious instructions that all good Jews followed, stated that:
“When one is searching for the lost property both of his father and of his teacher, his teacher’s loss takes
precedence over that of his father. If his father and his teacher are in captivity, he must first ransom his
teacher, and only afterwards his father.” (m. Bab. Metz. 2:11)
The disciple’s commitment to his rabbi was greater than his commitment to his own family.
The second aspect of discipleship was …
2. SACRIFICE
The life of a disciple also required great sacrifice, particularly if you were discipled to a lesser known rabbi.
It would often involve very austere conditions, travelling the countryside, preaching in towns and villages,

and living in the open without a roof over your head. Most rabbis were actually quite poor, living off the
goodwill and hospitality of the villages and towns where they visited and preached.
Being a disciple was often a life of sacrifice.
The third aspect of discipleship was …
3. EMULATION
The primary goal of a disciple was to emulate his master. To learn to think and speak and act just as his
master did. A disciple tried to emulate his master in every tiny detail - how he ate, how he walked, how he
spoke. The disciple became a “mini me” of the rabbi.
*** There was actually an incident in the first century when a disciple hid in the bedroom of the rabbi to
see how the rabbi was intimate with his wife, so that he could emulate that when he eventually had a
wife!
The fourth aspect of discipleship was …
4. SUBMISSION
In the 1st century, a rabbi had complete authority over his disciple, and it was the disciple’s responsibility
to submit immediately, unquestioningly and perfectly to the rabbi’s every instruction or demand. A
disciple who did not obey his rabbi’s commands would soon find himself back home with his parents.
This was the world of rabbis and disciples in the first century. There were hundreds of rabbis wandering
all over the countryside of Israel, and they all had disciples. Lesser known rabbis only had a few disciples.
The greatest rabbi at the time of Jesus had nearly 800 hundred disciples who had left their families to live in
the rabbi’s boarding school in Jerusalem.
DISCIPLESHIP UNDER JESUS
And that brings us to Rebbe Yeshua Ha-Natzerim - Rabbi Jesus of Nazareth.
When the Son of God, the creator of the universe, began his earthly ministry, he adopted this institution of
discipleship for his own followers. And he insisted on exactly the same kind of devotion as did the other
rabbis of his day:
He demanded the same 4 things from his disciples:
1. ABSOLUTE COMMITMENT TO HIM ABOVE ALL ELSE
“If anyone comes to Me, and does not hate father, mother, wife and children, and brothers and sisters, yes
even his own life, they cannot be My disciple” (Luke 14:26)
We need to understand that Jesus is using the word “hate” here, with a more relaxed Hebrew meaning, not
our English meaning. In Hebrew the word “hate” could mean to simply love or value something less by
comparison. It was a comparative term not an absolute.
But Jesus’ meaning here is still very strong. A disciple must love him MUCH MORE than he loves anyone
else.
Jesus had a constant stream of people coming to him and asking to be his disciple, but he made it really
tough for them. He demanded absolute commitment:
In Luke 9 we read of several responses of Jesus to people who wanted to be his disciple:
(v.59) “Jesus said to another man, “Follow me.” But he replied, “Lord, first let me go and bury my
father.” Jesus said to him, “Let the dead bury their own dead, but you come and proclaim the kingdom of
God.” Still another said, “I will follow you, Lord; but first let me go back and say goodbye to my family.”
Jesus replied, “No one who puts a hand to the plough and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of
God.” (Luke 9:59-62)

These verses seem incredibly tough to us, don’t they, reading them from the perspective of our comfortable
lives in the 21st century, but this was completely in keeping with the practice of discipleship in the first
century. Any rabbi was entirely within his rights to demand that kind of commitment. In fact the wider
community expected the rabbi to demand this kind of commitment.
2. SACRIFICE
Like many rabbis, Jesus was an itinerant preacher, having no home and often sleeping rough. A disciple
had to be prepared to live rough as well.
Matt 8:19-20 “Then a teacher of the law came to him and said, ‘Teacher, I will follow you wherever you
go.’ Jesus replied, “Foxes have dens and birds have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.”
Jesus was referring to the itinerant, homeless lifestyle of his ministry. He was effectively saying, if you
want to be my disciple, it’s not going to be easy. You’re going to have to endure some hardship. You’ll
have to give up the comforts of an ordinary life. It’s going to cost you.
In Luke 18, a rich man came to Jesus and wanted to be his disciple. Jesus responded by saying “Go and sell
everything you have and give it away to the poor. Then come and follow me.” (v.22). But the rich man
wasn’t prepared to do that and he went away sad.
Then Peter says to Jesus, “Lord, we have left everything to follow you.” (v.28). And Jesus replied: “Yes,
and no one who has left home or wife or brothers or sisters or parents or children for the sake of the
kingdom of God, will fail to receive many times as much in this age, and in the age to come eternal life.”
(vv.29-30)
But the point is – the disciples of Jesus had left EVERYTHING to follow Jesus. This was not easybelievism – it was TOTAL COMMITMENT.
Jesus spelt this out very clearly in Luke 14:33 where he said, “So therefore, any one of you who does not
give up all that he has cannot be My disciple.”
Similarly, just a few verses earlier, in Luke 14:27, Jesus said, “Whoever does not bear his cross and follow
me cannot be my disciple.” It’s a metaphor of a dead man walking. A picture of someone who has put to
death their own selfishness and their desire for comfort and security. Someone who is willing to nail all of
that to the cross in order to follow Jesus alone.
It’s a really severe picture of discipleship that Jesus is painting here, isn’t it?
3. EMULATION
In Luke 6:40, Rabbi Jesus said, “Every disciple, after he has been fully trained, will be like his Teacher.”
And in Matthew 10:24-25, Jesus says, “The disciple is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his
master. It is required for disciples to be like their teachers.”
Jesus said to the people of his day, if you want to be my disciple, you must become just like me. You must
speak as I speak, act as I would act, I live as he would live. He called people to become a mini-me of
himself.
4. SUBMISSION
This was the foundational concept that the rabbi has complete and absolute authority over his disciples.
In Luke 6:46, Jesus speaks to the crowd and says, “Why do you call me Lord, Lord, but do not do what I
say?”
In John 14:15, Jesus states, “If you love me you will obey my commandments.”
Just a few verses later he repeats that: “Anyone who loves me will obey my teaching.” (John 14:23)

It is this concept of absolute submission to the authority of Jesus that is foundational to the concept of
Christian discipleship. And these verses show that Jesus CANNOT CONCEIVE of a person being his
disciple and NOT obeying him. It was INCONCEIVABLE.
SIMILARITY
In all of this, in each of these four elements, Commitment, sacrifice, emulation and submission, Jesus was
no different from all the other Jewish rabbis. The high demands he placed on those who would be his
disciples, were no different to what all first century rabbis demanded. And as the number of Jesus’
disciples grew from an initial 12 in the beginning, growing to at least 70 by Luke 10, Jesus continued to
demand this stringent allegiance.
BUT ... There were two key areas in which discipleship under Jesus was radically different from
discipleship under any other rabbi. Jesus effectively blew apart the first century institution of discipleship
by these two new radical elements that he introduced.

2 RADICAL DIFFERENCES:
1. QUALIFICATIONS FOR DISCIPLESHIP
The other rabbis only selected the brightest and best graduates from the synagogue schools. But Jesus
didn’t give a rip about formal qualifications. He chose disciples based upon their heart. Because of this,
many of his disciples were “unschooled”:
Acts 4:13: “When they saw the courage of Peter and John and realized that they were unschooled, ordinary
men, they were astonished, and they took note that these men had been with Jesus.”
This term “unschooled” means these disciples had not even been to synagogue school at all - some of them
could not even read or write! This, of course, made Jesus and his disciples a standing joke among the other
rabbis.
But this is an important illustration that the values of God’s kingdom are not the values of this world:
1 Samuel 16:7 says, “Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.”
2. UNIVERSALITY OF DISCIPLESHIP
Jesus made discipleship UNIVERSALLY available – to anyone. For example Jesus opened discipleship up
to women. This was unheard of! It was outrageous! Jesus was a radical. And there were a number of
women who came to play a very prominent role in this own ministry and in the life of the early church.
As well as that, there was no upper limit to the number of people who could become his disciple. The
rabbis of Jesus day limited the opportunity to become disciples to only a select few. But once again, Jesus
turned this concept on its head.
At the end of his ministry, as he was about to leave the earth, he gave this extraordinary commission to his
disciples:
Matthew 28:19-20 “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.”
All nations; Jesus was announcing to his 1st century disciples that every person on earth is now invited to
become a disciple of Jesus. Not just a few dozen or a few hundred - millions and billions! He was throwing
open the offer to every person on the planet!
So, there you have it! That was discipleship in the first century.
…………………….

OK. Now we need to jump back into the Delorian and come back to the 21st Century. Now that we
understand what discipleship meant in the first century, I think we have all the information we need to
answer the question for ourselves…
SO WHAT IS A DISCIPLE?
A disciple is a life-long learner and follower of Jesus. But not a follower as defined by our modern world of
easy believism. Not merely someone who attends church on a Sunday and believes the right stuff. No. A
disciple is follower of Jesus, as defined by Jesus himself.
A DISCIPLE IS SOMEONE WHO SIGNS UP TO THOSE 4 ASPECTS OF DISCIPLESHIP:
- A disciple is someone who is totally committed to following Jesus above all else and above everyone else.
To seek “first” the kingdom of God.
- A disciple is someone who is willing to sacrifice their own comfort and desires in order to serve Jesus
- A disciple is someone who is absolutely committed to growing more like Jesus, their rabbi. To become
like him in every way. To turn from sin.
- A disciple is someone who is committed to obeying Jesus as the highest authority in their life.
WHAT ISN’T A DISCIPLE?
But as we conclude, let me also point out what a disciple ISN’T. A disciple isn’t a super Christian. A level 2
Christian. As if there are the ordinary Christians on level one, and then there is level 2 Christianity, the
super committed Christians, called disciples.
NO! A disciple is the only kind of Christian there is. You are either a fully committed disciple or you are
not. There is no such thing as a half-hearted, partially committed, lukewarm disciple.
If you are half-hearted, partially committed and lukewarm, then, quite frankly, you are not a disciple of
Jesus.
Jesus himself said this, in his warning to a bunch of half-hearted followers in the church of Laodicea:
“You are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! But, because you are lukewarm—
neither hot nor cold—I am about to spew you out of my mouth.” (Rev 3:15-16)
CHALLENGE
*** I think that some people think that following Jesus is like following someone on Facebook. You
like his page. You like what he says. You read his posts in the Bible. You even put some of them into
practice. But you don’t change your whole life. You don’t do everything he says. You don’t have to agree
with everything he demands. Do you?
>>> As a matter of fact - yes you do! Either he is your Lord, or he’s not. But he can’t be half your Lord.
Either you are following him, or you’re not. But you can’t be half following him. Either you are his disciple,
or you are just an interested onlooker.
*** In many churches today there is an epidemic of immorality –people who see no contradiction
between following Jesus and sleeping with their boyfriend or girlfriend, or committing mental adultery
with internet pornography. They think they can be a disciple of Jesus and still do that stuff.
- But Jesus says, “No you can’t. You can’t do that and still call yourself a “disciple”.If you love me, you
will obey my commands.” And if you don’t obey me, you’re just a Facebook follower.
- So right here, right now, I’m asking you, if you had to place yourself in one of those two categories – true
disciple or just a Facebook follower - which one are you?
- And if, as a result of this message this morning, you can now see that up to this point you’ve only been a
Facebook follower, then decide this morning to change. Make today the day when you submit your whole
self to the Lordship of Jesus.

- Jesus demands that we stop paddling in the shallows of easy believism - of part-time Facebook followership - and fully commit ourselves to serving and obeying him as a true disciple.
- May God, through his indwelling Holy Spirit, strengthen you to live your life as a TRUE follower, a
disciple of the Lord Jesus, so that, at the end, he will say to you, “Well done good and faithful servant.”
I am going to pray a brief prayer of commitment now. And if you want to recommit yourself to being a
true disciple of Jesus, you might want to pray this prayer in the quietness of your own heart.
“Lord Jesus, forgive me for being a half-hearted follower. I submit my life to you now. I repent of my
selfishness and sin, of my laziness and complacency. Please help me to live for you now, and serve you
with my whole heart for the rest of my life. AMEN”

