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Introduction 

I can remember, many years ago, buying a copy of Bonhoeffer’s 
‘Cost of Discipleship’. The very title excited me. I think I was 
ready for its message. Perhaps three and a half years in a Japanese 
prison camp had prepared me for it. There I remember thinking, 
time and again, ‘Our Christianity is too trite. This is not the way it 
comes through, in the Gospels, nor for that matter, the Acts and the 
Epistles’. 

I had been a theological student before joining the army, and in 
the prison camp went through a thorough testing of my faith. 
Sometimes I wondered whether 1 had had any genuine personal 
faith, and yet at other times was sure that I was a man of faith. 
What puzzled me was the failure of many of my Christian friends 
to discern the ethical issues, to really understand the nature of law. 
Yet for the most part I myself was puzzled. One thing I did learn 
eventually, and it was that law matters, and that law is, in the 
ultimate, love. 

In retrospect I saw a shallow superficial Gospel which had been 
taught to me. Looking to the future I hoped that the grim years of 
war, with their thought-provoking events, as well as those of our 
prison experience, would fit men better to begin shaping their new 
generations. Returning to my home land I was stunned at the little 
difference this immense suffering seemed to have made. It seemed 
that the war and its deep implications had simply passed by so 
many. They just seemed not to have seen it, and certainly appeared 
to have learned little 
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from it. I must confess my astonishment became something like 
anger, and even bitterness. It was on the verge of becoming 
cynicism when I was saved from that by marriage, and a woman 
who patiently led me back to the truths which I had learned in 
suffering. 

When I finally returned to read theology and seek ordination to 
the ministry I was still sensitive, alert to any false note and 
repetition of the superficial Gospel I had witnessed in pre-war and 
post-war years. I longed for a good hard piece of theology to chew 
upon, and that book, ‘The Cost of Discipleship’ made its mark on 
me. I had seen what the author called ‘Cheap grace’, and .I agreed 
with him, up to the hilt, that discipleship was costly. And, of 
course, it is, and always will be. 

Also 1 had begun to understand the depths of the Cross. Men 
like James Denney and Peter Forsyth had also made a deep 
impression upon my thinking. Their teaching on the Cross and the 
holiness of God opened wide a world 1 had seen, though only in 
part, within the prison camp. There 1 had deeply studied George 
Adam Smith’s ‘Jeremiah’. It was my constant companion for many 
months, as, daily, I read it. I was drawn both to the suffering of 
man, and the suffering of God, to say nothing of the suffering of 
God’s people. 

For this reason something in me agreed deeply with Bonhoeffer. 
Discipleship was costly, and I began to preach it, and live it, that 
way. I noticed the impact such teaching had upon the human spirit. 
It was severe, but it made men and women serious. It made them 
quiet before God and man. 

So I believed Bonhoeffer to have written a good book and a true 
one. Even now when I read it I am very moved. I understand, also, 
that even towards the end of his life, just prior to his martyrdom, 
Bonhoeffer confessed that, however much many of his ideas had 
changed or 

FO R E W O R D 

 

X I

developed, he still stood by what he had written in that book. 
Well, there is a history to every man, as there is a history to 

every movement. For the Reformers the teaching of justification--
free grace--was a rich and liberating truth. To hear Luther on this 
theme is to hear symphonic theology. However, the Pietists 
demanded evidence of justification in the discernible fruits of the 
New Birth. The Puritans held to Reformed faith, .but required the 
evidences of a holiness springing from such liberation. The 
Evangelicals and Methodists of the 18th century looked for proof 
of life in worship, service and godly living, whilst the Holiness 
exponents of the 19th century insisted virtually that the proof of 
justification was holiness. It only needed, then, the Pentecostals of 
the early 20th century to take this on to its logical (if not 
theological) conclusion, that is that the true life of faith is a life 
filled with power. 

Bonhoeffer was calling for a renewal of life, through 
discipleship, but discipleship which was costly. He was too good a 
theologian to say that grace was dear, but what he says comes very 
close to expressing this. A good apologist will undoubtedly defend 
the author against making grace dear, as the author himself 
defended it against being cheap. So many have read his book and 
concluded that grace is very, very dear. 

Of course grace was dear to Christ. It was costly to the Son who 
endured the Cross and despised the shame as he became a curse, 
was made sin for us, and bore our sins in his body on the Tree. 
Yes, it was costly to him! Also it was costly to the Father who gave 
His Son, and no less costly to the Spirit by whom Christ offered up 
himself. Yet, to us it is free! This is the incredible thing. It was 
some years after reading Bonhoeffer that I discovered 
experientially what I had always known 
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theologically--that grace is totally free. Then it was that I began to 
see the preliminary nature of discipleship, and the ultimate nature 
of sonship, under the Father. 

This is why I have written this book. The pilgrimage to law is a 
deep one. The pilgrimage to grace is much longer, but it is the final 
pilgrimage. When a man arrives at grace he knows God. He 
understands the striving of the religious ego to earn and pay for 
what it possesses and forever after distrusts this religious ego. He 
comes to learn its subtleties and deceits. On the other hand the man 
of grace is intensely joyful, deeply grateful that God is the God of 
grace, and requires man to pay nothing. He understands the God of 
love, the God who said, ‘I will love you, freely’. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

This is Discipleship 

 
‘Except you forsake all that you have, you cannot be my disciple!’ 

This was the ultimatum delivered by Jesus to his listeners (Luke 
14:33). Who, then, would want to be his disciple? The conditions 
seem hard and heavy. Also he had said, ‘If any one comes to me 
and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children 
and brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be 
my disciple’. To this he had added, ‘Whoever does not bear his 
own cross and come after me cannot be my disciple’. 

All of this seems severe, rigid, and impossible. After all, are we 
not commanded to love our parents and relatives, and to see the 
Cross, not as a burden, but as a delight? Why then should Jesus put 
such demands upon those who would be his disciples? Could 
anyone have joy in such conditions for discipleship? 

The answer must lie, of course, in the person and mission of 
Jesus. He must have communicated a mission so rich and powerful 
that men wanted to follow him. History is filled with stories of men 
and women who have scorned comfort and ease, wealth and power 
because they have a mission which makes lesser things seem 
contemptible. The very person of Jesus must have spurred some on 
to accept these conditions without thinking them to be 
unreasonable. 
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What was it, then, which made discipleship seem so desirable? 
What in fact was this discipleship?  

Jesus and Discipleship 
The idea of discipleship was not new in Israel. The New 

Testament talks of those who were disciples of Moses. (See John 
9:28-29.) It means that they looked upon Moses as their teacher. 
They were attached to him and his teaching. They said, ‘We know 
that God has spoken to Moses’. Many times these disciples 
referred to the pronouncements Moses had given. 

There were other teachers. In Mark 2:18 and Luke 5:33 we read 
of the disciples of the Pharisees. John the Baptist also had his 
disciples (Luke 7:18 and John 1:35). In the Acts we read of Paul 
having disciples (9:25). Even in the Old Testament there had been 
the schools of the prophets relating to Samuel, Elijah and Elisha. 
Each must have had its leader-teacher. Elisha was a special disciple 
of Elijah, Gehazi of Elisha, Baruch of Jeremiah. In one sense, 
Joshua was a disciple of Moses. 

At the same time, if we read the Scriptures closely we see that 
in the O.T. there were not schools in the same sense as we find 
them in the N.T. In fact Joshua, Elisha, Gehazi and Baruch were 
really servants of their masters, for their masters did not simply 
teach, but were men of action and required loyal assistance in that 
work. It is the period between the Old and New Testaments when 
schools of theology and practice begin to arise. Hence we read of 
the great teacher Hillel and his school of adherents. Paul learned at 
the feet of that great man of piety, Gamaliel (Acts 22:3, cf. 5:34f.). 

(i) John and His Disciples 

John the Baptist came preaching a message of repentance with a 
view to the Kingdom. This Kingdom was on the door-step. Any 
moment the door would be opened. 
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The very person of John was commanding and his message 
stimulating. All true Jews longed for the coming of the Kingdom. 
Hence many attached themselves to John, being committed to him 
and his message. Notice, too, that he did not make that message an 
easy one. Matthew 3:1-12 showed that whilst some were attracted, 
others were greatly repelled, John brought a message of grace, no 
doubt, but with it strong overtones of judgement. Many were 
offended. Yet those who became disciples were deeply gripped. 

What was it then to be a disciple of a teacher? From one point 
of view it was to attach oneself to a teacher from whom one wished 
to learn. Most teachers were dependent upon their pupils for their 
daily living. True pupils, in gratitude, sustained their teachers. In 
many cases they came to love them. However, realistically they 
were out to learn what they could so that they, in turn, might 
become teachers. 

The case was different with John and his disciples. They were 
not learning about God and His Kingdom. They were being 
prepared for its action. They were qualifying to enter it and live life 
within it. That kingdom related to the Messiah who was to come. 
John said his teaching was a preliminary teaching. When Messiah 
came then John’s ministry would tail off. Logically, John’s 
disciples would then, all of them, transfer to Messiah. 

(ii) Jesus and His Disciples 

As we said, John’s disciples were to transfer to Messiah once he 
appeared. This did not happen, at least not fully. In John 1:35-39 at 
least two of John’s disciples transferred to Jesus. In John 3:22-30 
John further points to Jesus as the one who has come. However in 
John 4:1-3 the number of those becoming disciples 
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of Jesus outnumbers the rate of those becoming disciples of John. 
Gradually the influence of John declines, although even in the 18th 
chapter of Acts we see the preacher Apollos expounding John’s 
teaching, and in Acts 19 find a small pocket of his disciples at 
Ephesus. 

Jesus’ Mode of Discipleship 

If we understand that other disciples could attach themselves to 
a teacher, help to support him, and remain loyal to the point they 
desired, then we have a fair picture of most master-disciple groups. 
Often of course they would come to have deep affection for the one 
who taught them, but that deep intimate relationship was not a 
condition of discipleship. When the disciple wished to leave he 
was free to do so. By this time he would have become as his 
master, and then, probably, he would wish to become greater than 
his master. 

Not so with Jesus and his disciples*. Notice the conditions. In 
order to become a disciple they had to set every relationship in the 
world as secondary to that of their relationship with Jesus. They 
must be attached to no person or thing. Their primary and over-all 
attachment must be to him. ‘He who loves father or mother more 
than me is not worthy of me: and he who loves son or daughter 
more than me is not worthy of me.’ Jesus does not merely trust that 
eventually his disciples will come to love him. This is a startling 
demand. 

Another way of saying it is that he requires pupils to be 
‘undistracted learners’. This is fair enough since what he is doing is 
a matter of life and death. In an army, especially when a war is in 
action, soldiers are required 

                                                 
* It is incorrect to compare any modern or even ancient guru or teacher with Jesus 

and his disciples. His position as Teacher-Leader was unique. He was on an eternal 
mission! 
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to set aside their familial relationships and concentrate on the war 
in hand. If they do not the whole army will be thrown into danger. 

In addition, Jesus required that his disciples would never seek to 
outgrow their master. In Matthew 10:24 he said, ‘A disciple is not 
above his teacher, nor a servant above his master; it is enough for 
the disciple to be like his teacher, and the servant like his master’. 
In Luke 6:40 it is phrased slightly differently. ‘A disciple is not 
above his teacher, but everyone when he is fully taught will be like 
his teacher.’ Jesus was insisting that his role of teacher was unique. 
This is borne out by Matthew 23:8-11 where Jesus points out that 
they have one teacher--himself under the Father--and one master, 
himself as Messiah.  

The Selection of Disciples 

Whilst, as we will see, many voluntarily became disciples of 
Jesus and as quickly left him as they had come to him, yet for the 
core-group of disciples there was a rigorous and firm selection by 
Jesus. In John 15:16 Jesus says, ‘You did not choose me, but I 
chose you’. In one sense disciples conferred an honour upon their 
teacher by selecting him. Not in the case of Jesus, for it was quite 
the reverse. 

In Luke 9:57-62 we see three types of men who hold careless 
views of discipleship. Jesus sternly admonishes them. They are not 
fit material for discipleship and the Kingdom. We gather they are 
not included in either the inner or outer circles of Jesus’ disciples. 
By ‘inner’ we mean the twelve disciples. By ‘outer’ we mean the 
seventy mentioned in Luke 10:lff., the one hundred and twenty in 
Acts 1: 15, and the five hundred spoken of in I Cor. 15:6. 

By contrast to this easy-going attitude of would-be disciples we 
find Jesus praying all night before he selects 
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the twelve. In Luke 6:12-16 we see that following this prayer he 
called the whole group of disciples and from them he chose twelve. 
Mark 3:14 tells us the purpose of the selection: ‘And he appointed 
twelve to be with him, and to be sent out to preach, and to have 
authority to cast out demons’. Matthew 10:1 adds, ‘and to heal 
every disease and every infirmity’. John 15:16 says, ‘That you 
might bring forth fruit, and that your fruit should remain’. We see 
then, that this group was not gathered together merely for teacher-
pupil discussions and lessons, but for the action which was of the 
Kingdom. 

The Kingdom and Discipleship 

Probably one of the reasons discipleship has become, for many, 
a rigid methodology of life rather than a dynamic operation of 
service is that it has been divorced from the whole matter of the 
Kingdom of God. It was in the context of the Kingdom that John 
had disciples. They were to repent, and be baptised with a view to 
the remission of sins which would come with the Kingdom. This 
they did .and they confessed their sins in the Jordan. They looked 
for the Lamb of God who was to take away the sins of the world 
and who was to baptise them with the Holy Spirit and fire! Here 
was no mere schooling of pupils in religion! 

Likewise Jesus appeared crying, ‘The time appointed is 
fulfilled. The Kingdom of heaven is at hand. Repent and believe 
the Gospel!’. No disciple thought it would be a mere classroom 
situation, nor even a sitting at the feet of the master in the dreamy 
days of Galilean and Judean warmth. It was to be the life-and-death 
struggle with evil, and the liberation of the people of Israel. 

Only when we link discipleship with the Messiah and the 
Kingdom of God can we see what it is all about. Only then does it 
make sense when Jesus sends out his disciples 
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to preach the Kingdom of God (Matt. 10:1-15, Luke 9:1-6, 10:1-
12). They are not giving information about the Kingdom, much 
less speaking academically concerning it. They are in its very 
action. If their master is Messiah, then they are Messiah-ites! There 
is much more to it, even than this, as we will see later. The one 
point we must make now is that the disciple was under the 
leadership and command of his master. This, then, gives great 
point to his stringent demands for entrance into discipleship. 

 

Discipleship for Today 

We can pause from our discussion on discipleship to ask the 
question, ‘Arc the conditions for discipleship any less for today?’. 
The answer must be, ‘No less’. If we think about it God has never 
had any lesser standard for His people. When He demands they 
shall love Him with all their heart, soul, mind and strength, then He 
asks no less than Christ did of His disciples. 

We must add of course that the difference between the situation 
of Christ’s disciples then and now is a significant one. For them the 
Cross was ahead. They had yet to see and understand it. For us, in 
that sense, the Cross is past, and we can understand it--if we will. 
That makes the discipleship demands appear so much more simple, 
even more reasonable. We have a rich and deep motivation to 
discipleship--the grace and love of the work of the Cross. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Jesus and His Disciples 

 
A question arises. ‘Did those who followed Jesus as disciples 

really and readily accede to his strong demands for discipleship? 
Did they forsake all and follow him, and were they obedient, 
totally, to him?’ The answer is, ‘Yes, and no’. 

It is interesting to notice that the two who left John and 
followed Jesus (John 1:35f.) were really testing him out. However, 
he called them to where he was, and the next day commanded 
Philip to follow him. Likewise, whilst accepting Nathaniel’s 
attestation of him as the Son of God and King of Israel, he pointed 
beyond that which Nathaniel had conceived. In other words, Jesus 
took the initiative in calling the disciples. 

It is then, even more interesting to notice that they do not really 
believe in him until the miracle of Cana of Galilee. In John 2:11 
‘This is the first of his signs, Jesus did .at Cana in Galilee and 
manifested his glory, and his disciples believed in Him ‘. 

This, however, is not all. In Luke 5:1-11 we see the disciples, 
washing and mending their nets. Jesus uses one of their boats as a 
pulpit, pushing it back somewhat from the shore. Whilst the 
fishermen listen, we do not gather the impression that they are 
greatly moved. It takes the miracle of the draught of fishes to move 
them deeply, so much so that they leave all and follow him. This 
forsaking all is precisely the principle we read in 
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Luke 14:33. ‘Except a man forsake all that he has he cannot be my 
disciple.’ They are now true disciples. 

The term ‘follow’ then, acquires a particular meaning in regard 
to discipleship. When one is called or commanded one follows, and 
one follows wholly. Just as these fishermen leave all and follow 
Jesus, so Matthew leaves his taxgatherer’s desk and follows Jesus. 
It is as simple and complete as that! ‘And as Jesus passed on from 
there he saw a man named Matthew sitting at the tax office; and he 
said to him "Follow me". And he rose and followed him.’  

Not All Disciples Were Disciples 

John 4:1-2 indicates that Jesus began to gather more disciples 
than John. It could not have been that Jesus offered less stringent 
conditions than John. Far from it, yet they must have been excited 
and attracted by John’s attestation, otherwise they would not have 
gathered around John. Nevertheless, they did not really understand 
Jesus and his mission. This is seen from John 2:23-25. ‘Now when 
he was in Jerusalem at the Passover feast, many believed in his 
name when they saw the signs which he did: but Jesus did not trust 
himself to them, because he knew all men and needed no one to 
bear witness of man: for he himself knew what was in mail. ‘ 

It is clear that they did not really see the Kingdom. Hence in 
John 3:1-14 Jesus tells Nicodemus that without spirit rebirth (birth 
by the Spirit) no one can even see the Kingdom, let alone enter it. 
Hence in John 6 those who had believed because of his miracles, 
and those who had been baptised almost to a man disappeared, 
leaving him forever. Verse 66 says, ‘After this many of his 
disciples drew back and went no longer with him’. The twelve, 
however, persisted. Peter said, ‘Lord, to whom shall we go? You 
have the words of eternal life’. 
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When we see these issues we begin to understand the strong 
terms Jesus laid down for true discipleship. Luke 14:25-35 makes 
good sense. Jesus was in fact kindly in warning off the ones who 
thought he would be a brilliant conqueror and a prince who would 
rule over their present defeated kingdom. They could not 
understand the matter of the Cross. It puzzled them, and later 
would scandalise them. Jesus did them a service in warning them 
off. For him ;elf he preserved the serious nature of his mission. 

The Faltering Disciples 

It is easy, at our perspective of history, to patronise the 
disciples. Had we been in their shoes we would have acted no 
differently. It must be said that they had their times of great 
triumph, as well as times of despair and bafflement. They 
triumphed when they could cast out demons and heal the sick. 
They fell into despair with a raging sea, a difficult demon-
possessed child, and with the enigma of their Master who rarely 
seemed to speak plainly. 

How much did they believe? On the night of his betrayal they 
said, ‘Ah, now you are speaking plainly, not in any figure! Now we 
know that you know all things and need none to question you: by 
this we believe that you came from God’. Jesus’ answer to this was 
abrupt, ‘Do you now believe? The hour is coming, indeed it has 
come, when you will be scattered, every man to his own home, and 
will leave me alone’. 

When, then, did they really believe? When did they become full 
disciples? We need to learn some lessons from them. On the one 
hand, Jesus said to Peter, ‘When you have turned again (converted) 
strengthen your brethren’, and on the other hand, he prayed in his 
great high-priestly prayer, ‘They have kept thy word’. In 
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addition, we read in Acts 11:17, ‘If God then gave to them the 
same gift as he did to us when we believed’, signifying that in one 
sense they only finally, fully believed on the day of Pentecost. 
They had not believed in the resurrection until the proof was 
incontrovertible. 

If we add to this the fact that time and again Jesus had to rebuke 
and exhort them to true belief, then we can see that discipleship 
was on the one hand a total committal to the Lord, and on the other 
hand a constantly wavering attachment. Had not their Master dealt 
kindly with them, the smoking flax had long been quenched and 
the bruised reeds absolutely broken. We need to bear this in mind 
if our demands for discipleship become overly fierce! 

The Things Which Made for Discipleship 

We have seen that Jesus was on the one hand demanding in his 
conditions for discipleship, and on the other hand very 
understanding as to the weakness of man. We can say that he 
understood what sin does to man, and so he shepherded his small 
and motley flock with great love and discernment. After all, they 
were not ‘many mighty, not many noble’. They were, for the most 
part, humble fishermen, and even included a tax-gatherer, an 
excommunicated person who had worked alongside the hated 
occupation forces. 

What was it that drew them to him? If we say, first of all, that 
there is no such thing as a fisherman, but only a person, and no 
such thing as a tax-gatherer, but only a man created by God, then 
we will go far to understanding their response to his call. Every 
man needs to be seen as a man. Jesus did just that with people. He 
called them as persons, promising them the Kingdom. 

Without doubt, the men who followed him had heard John 
promise three great things--the Kingdom, forgiveness, and the 
outpouring of the Spirit. Only those to 
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whom such things appealed would follow him. It is the same today. 
Find a person who craves forgiveness and you have a potential 
disciple. Discover a man who knows what the Kingdom is and who 
desires to possess it, and there is another disciple. Search out a 
person who longs to see the Spirit of God poured out, not on 
himself, but all the people of God, and you have found disciple-
material. The disciples knew Jesus was about giving these great 
gifts, even if they only dimly understood the importance of the 
gifts themselves. 

Add to this the person of Jesus and you have the true motivation 
for discipleship. No one can describe the presence of this man. To 
some, of course, it was contemptible. They could call him a wine-
bibber, or say he had a demon, but we sense that it was their 
rationalisation forced by this personal confrontation of Jesus. He 
polarised men and their attitude when he came. They either hated 
or admired him. They either clung to him or felt the most terrible 
enmity explode within them. Few could actually ignore him. It is 
one thing for a principle to say (if indeed a principle can say) 
‘Follow me’, and another for a person to say ‘Follow me’! 
Especially if that person is Jesus. 

We take it then that the promises of John, the person of Jesus, 
and his actions of proclaiming the Gospel, liberating people from 
bondage, and speaking with authority hitherto unknown, were 
some of the factors which drew disciples after him. Perhaps they 
were puzzled, even for the most part mystified, by what he said and 
did. Nevertheless they had a spiritual homing device within them, 
set upon this Son of man, and they knew he would guide to life and 
the Kingdom. 

Hence he could fulfil all his promises, even if only after they 
had been through three tempestuous and demanding years with 
him. He encouraged them, ‘Fear 
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not, little flock. It is the Father’s good pleasure to give you the 
Kingdom’. He said, ‘Shall not your heavenly Father give the Holy 
Spirit to them that ask him’? They had seen forgiveness come to 
many, and had no reason to believe it would not be theirs. So on 
the last night he told them, ‘This is my blood of the New Covenant, 
shed for you and for many for the forgiveness of sins’. He also 
promised the Holy Spirit would be in them, shortly. A little later, 
after the resurrection, he said, ‘Not many days hence you will be 
baptised in the Holy Spirit. You will receive power, the Spirit 
coming upon you’. 

Yes, they persisted in discipleship, because they endured as 
seeing the promises ahead of them. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Way of Becoming a Disciple 

One of the attractive things about becoming a disciple was that 
one could not be a disciple except in the context of others. In other 
words, it was not a lonely life. One was with a band of like-minded 
persons who lived in a similar situation. If one had to forsake all, 
then so had others. If one had to have a primary loyalty to Messiah 
and his Kingdom, then others were like this also. The Mode of 
Becoming a Disciple 

What then was the mode of becoming a disciple? In the case of 
John’s disciples they all undertook baptism. This was the case also 
with those who sought to follow Jesus. In Matthew 28:18-20 Jesus 
perpetuated this mode: ‘Make disciples of all nations, baptising 
them into the name of the Father, and of the Bon and of the Holy 
Spirit’. 

The teaching of baptism in the Gospels, Acts and Epistles 
indicates that it is significant. In the epistles it means ‘putting on 
Christ’ (Gal. 3:27), it means being buried into Christ’s death 
(Romans 6:1-6) and putting off the flesh (Col. 2:11-14), as also it 
means the ‘appeal to God for a clear conscience’ (I Peter 3:21), and 
effects the forgiveness of sins (Acts 2:38) as also washing them 
away (Acts 22:16). Doubtless the baptisms of John and Jesus could 
not mean all of this except proleptically, but that does not matter. 
At least their baptism meant an 
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end to the life people had lived and a new life commenced, 
especially in regard to the Kingdom. The prophets had been until 
John. Now it was the day of the Kingdom. When one believed this 
he was baptised and so became a disciple. 

The telling thing, then, about baptism was that it was done 
publicly. By this one declared his allegiance to the teaching of 
John, and then later, to Jesus, his person and his ministry. Baptism 
was a decisive thing. It was the sign of discipleship. 

Did it mean, then, that if one had not been baptised that one was 
in no sense a disciple? That is difficult to say. We have seen that 
many who were baptised cancelled their baptism by leaving Jesus 
(John 6:66). We may also see that people such as Nicodemus and 
Joseph of Arimathea (John 19:38-39) counted themselves as 
disciples, although it is doubtful that they had been actually 
baptised. 

We also remember that Jesus once said, ‘He that is ‘not against 
us is for us’. He was speaking of a man who was casting out 
demons in his name, and whom the disciples had forbidden to do 
this. Jesus must have meant, ‘There are many who, without 
baptism, are doing my will’. This does not of course diminish the 
importance of the act of baptism which was, and is, the normal way 
of becoming a disciple. The Conditions for Discipleship 

We can now, in greater detail, look at the demands or conditions 
Jesus gave for becoming disciples. What in fact did he mean by 
hating one’s relatives, forsaking all that one has, and denying one’s 
self, as also taking up one’s cross, daily? These are most important 
facts, because so very personal and intimate. It would not be good 
to misunderstand them. 

Firstly let us make this most valuable point, that 
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discipleship is not a means, or the means of salvation. The 
Gospels, Acts and Epistles make it clear that repentance and faith 
are the way to salvation. That is, by trust in the work of Christ in 
his Cross and Resurrection we obtain eternal life. If we gave up the 
whole world and denied self and loved ones it would not give us 
salvation. It is by grace we are saved, and not by works. This is the 
thrust of the Gospel (Cf. Ephes. 2:8-10, II Timothy 1:9). 

In order to substantiate this we need to understand the situation 
in which Jesus called out disciples. Firstly he spoke to people who, 
rightly understood, should have been God’s people. True, John told 
them they needed repentance and baptism, as though in fact Israel 
had to go through a new washing before the Kingdom came; 
nevertheless they were the people of God. Salvation is of the Jews, 
and they should have been in salvation. Hence Jesus would be 
calling people who should have had salvation. We do not say that 
they were in this state, but we do say they should have bee. n. 

Secondly, universal salvation was in the making. Jesus was 
coming to defeat the powers of darkness, restore the Kingdom, and 
set up its victory in history. All Israel should have immediately 
come to his side. That only some did was a thing of shame. How 
could they expect to share in the salvation he would seal at 
Calvary? 

If all of this is so, then why does Christ make such heavy 
demands upon his followers? The answer is that they are not in fact 
heavy. They are liberating demands. They free a person from that 
which binds him. They are what every creature upon earth should 
receive and fulfil. Secondly, they restore true relationships within 
the family and society where all accede to them. By this we mean 
that when man fixes his primary loyalty to 
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God, and sets all aside for Him, then the problems caused by 
false love, by greed of money, ambition and possessions are 
alleviated. The conditions for discipleship are really those for true 
life. They are sane and sensible, and accord with the nature of 
creation. What, then, are these demands?  

The Demands of Discipleship 

As we have seen, to love Messiah first must mean we love God 
with heart, soul, mind and strength. This is no work above the 
norm of life. It is not, as the theologians say ‘a work of 
supererogation’. It is just the way things should be. If this means 
‘hating’ father, mother, brother, sister, wife, husband, and children, 
then the ‘hate’ will be true love. The true creational order of love is 
first to love God and then others. We do them no service if we 
over-love them. This ‘over-love’ must have a terrible core to it. It 
can only be selfish love, and this is a contradiction in itself. This 
shows that this demand for full love of Messiah is reasonable. 

It is pointed out that Christ said he came to disturb relationships 
and divide homes (Luke 12:49-53) then let it be said the situation 
would be more terrible if these wrong relationships were not 
exposed. Instead of leading to destruction, such division must lead 
to life. When the situation is polarised and we will recognise our 
wrong and deficient loves, then we can begin to move towards 
right love and true relationships. 

What then, of the demand that we forsake all? This again must 
be read in the context of the whole Bible. God must not be thought 
of as being mean and miserly with His gifts. Paul says, ‘He has 
given us all things richly to enjoy’ (I Tim. 6:17) and that 
‘everything created by God is good and to be enjoyed’ (I Tim. 4:4), 
whilst elsewhere he speaks of God ‘freely giving us all things’. In 
fact creation shouts out the fact that God is 
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Giver and God is good. Why then should he wish us to forsake all? 
The answer is simple. A man gripped by his goods and 

relationships is not in freedom but in bondage. As one bound how 
could he speak about the freedom of Messiah, and the liberty of the 
Kingdom? If his dependency lies in goods and relationships, how 
can he expound the wonder of the King-Father of the Sermon on 
the Mount who sees what we need and provides for us? Jesus, in 
demanding we forsake all, was simply wishing to release us from 
the idols which hold us in their grip. 

When, in Luke 9:57-62 he tells a man to let the dead bury the 
dead, he is not being callous. He knows that the would-be disciple 
looks for an excuse to follow later, and not in the now-moment. 
We call this procrastination. Jesus would have none of it. When 
another wishes to say ‘Good-bye’ to his folk, Jesus is not denying 
him an immediate ‘Good-bye’ in the loving sense, but is fighting 
him against an excuse which will in fact keep the man at home. 
The Kingdom of God is so great a theme that earthly demands and 
loyalties pale into insignificance beside it. Only by this Kingdom 
can the dead at home come alive, and the loved relatives be truly 
loved--unto salvation. 

Let us at this point observe the legal spirit of man. If the 
conditions for discipleship be interpreted legalistically, then they 
are deadly. The legalist sees Christ, or God as a tight-lipped 
Demander. He feels the rise of his religious ego, and so derives a 
perverse joy. He accedes to the demands in grim gladness. Here is 
something he can do. He can sacrifice all for God! The way in 
which he does it devastates true familial relationships, and makes 
unclean the good things of life which he has denied. Henceforth his 
is the path of the ascetic. 
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Anything that brings joy must be wrong. Anything which 
delights must be evil. He is wrong. 

Jesus and his disciples enjoyed the gifts of God. They ate their 
food with gladness. Christ always blessed God for what He had 
given. They enjoyed the good things so much so that he was called 
a wine-bibber. He wore a seamless robe which was a costly 
garment, and he did not exchange it for homely denim, not even on 
the Cross! 

Taking up the Cross 

Let us look at the actual phrasing of this demand to take up the 
cross. In Matthew 10:38 Jesus says, ‘He who does not take up his 
cross and follow me is not worthy of me’. The thought is repeated 
in Matthew 16:24, ‘If any man would come after me, let him deny 
himself and take up his cross and follow me’. Luke 14:27 says ‘his 
own cross’. What then does this mean--’his cross’ or ‘his own 
cross’? 

Three times in Mark’s Gospel does Jesus tell his disciples he 
must go to Jerusalem and be crucified. Three times they do not 
hear him fully. They know he must mean, ‘I must die’. One of the 
occasions was when Peter had said, ‘Thou art the Messiah, the Son 
of the living God’! On that occasion Jesus said he must die, and 
Peter sought to dissuade him from death. Jesus is saying, ‘So far as 
you are concerned you must die’. This could mean two things. 
Firstly it could mean, ‘I am going to die. If you will be a true 
disciple you must be prepared for death alongside me’. He must 
have meant this, whatever. However since he also said, ‘He who 
saves his life shall lose it, and he who loses it for my sake will 
keep it unto life eternal’, he must have meant, ‘In becoming my 
disciple you must die to the self-centred, self-seeking life which 
was once yours. This is like being crucified--that old self-
preserving ego must be 
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exchanged for a new one, the one which wishes to do my will’. 
What then he meant in essence was, ‘He who follows me will 

find a cross at the end of the road. He might as well live as though 
it were here now. Only thus will he be a different person. He will 
not follow the old way of life, which was in fact the way of death’. 
If this sounds a strong and severe word, then consider its 
alternative:-’If anyone will not follow me, and the way of the 
Cross, then he is already in death. He will never know true life’. 

All in all then, we can conclude that, although discipleship does 
not earn salvation, it is for those who are in the way of salvation. In 
the Gospels they were disciples because they were looking to the 
end. That end was the Cross and its saving work. Now in the 
period which follows those saving events, we are those who do not 
demerit the demands of discipleship, yet do not think them at all 
hard. Why? Because we have received salvation. Had we not 
received it, discipleship would be impossible. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

The Way of Discipleship  

 

The life of Blessing 

When we abstract discipleship from the living context of the life 
lived with Jesus, especially as the disciples lived it with him, then 
it can appear bleak and bare. We read the conditions for 
discipleship and think them severe. Yet one true glimpse of 
Messiah and we would have counted them little enough to gain 
access to this Person. True, for the most part he was Messiah 
incognito, but for those who had eyes to see and ears to hear, he 
was wonderful. Similarly it is so, today: a true understanding of 
Jesus makes his demands in regard to discipleship to be reasonable. 

An example of its goodness is the Sermon on the Mount. 
Matthew chs. 5 - 7 cover the teachings of Jesus in regard to true 
discipleship. Prior to the Sermon in Matthew 4:18-22 we read of 
the call of the disciples. Following this we read in Matthew 5:1-2, 
‘Seeing the crowds he went up on the mountain, and when he sat 
down his disciples came to him, and he opened his mouth and 
taught them... ‘. We know that others joined them, but primarily he 
was teaching his disciples. How could they be worthy disciples 
until they were taught? 

This is not the place to summarise these three chapters, but even 
a cursory glance at them will show what was expected of a 
disciple. The substance of the 
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Beatitudes was both a promise for them, and a demand of them. 
Poverty of spirit, humility of mind, preparedness for persecution, 
being salt and light, and loving all men everywhere, even one’s 
enemies, is part of discipleship. Nor is this all. One prays in a 
certain way, one gives without guile, one trusts the Heavenly 
Father for one’s needs. One is not judgemental but understanding, 
one is alert to evil doers and false-talkers, one loves to obey the 
Heavenly Father. One who hears all that the Master has said builds 
upon such teaching. This disciple is well-founded, as a rock. Life’s 
crises will never shake or undo him. 

That teaching--the teaching of the Sermon on the Mount--must 
have under-girded the disciples in their life and ministry. They 
were related not only to the princely Messiah, but to the Kingly 
Father also. They were not asked to give up everything and get 
nothing. They would see that what they had given up was really 
trifling beside what was being given them. This was the life of 
blessing which was at the same time both true life and true 
blessing. This was the life of the true disciple. 

The Way of Living 

The Simplicity of Living The Sermon on the Mount had spelled 
out the simple life. When, then, one lives simply, many problems 
fail because they have no rootage. They wither away. Hence in 
Luke 9:1-6 they are told to go out simply when they proclaim the 
Kingdom of God. They are to carry nothing which is surplus. 
People will see their simplicity and accept them--or reject them! 
No matter what, they must be simple. Luke 10:1-11 tells the same 
story. In fact this is the message of the Beatitudes. Simplicity of 
spirit, humility of mind. The way of living is the simple life. 

In passing, we may observe that some have made a cult, today, 
of the simple life. ‘Live simply’ they say, 
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and commendably enough. The problem is that simplicity can 
become so complex. One may eat of this, but not of that. One may 
wear this, but not that. One may live in this way, but not that. This 
kind of ‘simplicity’ must be called ascetic exclusivism, or elitist 
simplicity. In fact it is complex. One must never enjoy houses and 
feasts and jollity such as Jesus enjoyed. True spirituality consists in 
glumness. Simplicity must be worked at like toil unending. The 
original thrust was good. Somewhere along the way it turned to 
penance, having lost life. 

True simplicity is simply that we may not be waylaid by idols, 
nor give time to pointless details of futile living. The Gospel is 
urgent, the time is short, the Master is coming. God is simple. Only 
man makes Him and His creation to appear complex.* 

 

The Life of Humility We have already seen that discipleship is 
not competition with the Master. We have one Master, and we are 
all brethren. The disciple cannot be greater than his Master. He 
who would be greatest must be least, and serve. 

Jesus said, concerning discipleship, ‘Come take my yoke upon 
you and learn of me, for I am meek (gentle) and lowly in heart, and 
you shall find rest unto your souls’. As we shall see, the yoke 
signifies discipleship. He bears the yoke of his Father. He is 
humble, obedient. This is what the disciple learns. This yoke is 
easy, and this burden is light. 

Humility is really obedience. Jesus was always wanting people 
to obey his Father’s will. He said, ‘Not every one that says unto 
me, "Lord! Lord!" will enter the Kingdom of heaven, but he that 
doeth the will of my 

 

                                                 
* c.f. Ecclesiastes 7:29 (Jerusalem Bible), I find that God made man simple: man's 

complex, problems are of his own devising.' 
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Father who is in heaven’. On another occasion he said, ‘here are 
my mother and my brothers! For whoever does the will of my 
Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother!’ 

We think of humility in other terms than obedience. Yet when 
we consider it quietly, we can see that true humility is not mere 
self-effacement, but rather, doing the will of God. 

 

The Life of Obedience We have seen that humility is obedience. 
Now let us look at obedience as a way of discipleship. In John 
8:28-30 Jesus convinced his listeners that he was obedient to the 
Father, with whom he had a unique relationship. He said, ‘ "When 
you have lifted up the Son of man, then you will know that I am 
he, and that I do nothing on my own authority, but speak thus as 
the Father has taught me. And he who sent me is with me: he has 
not left me alone, for I always do what is pleasing to him." As he 
spoke thus many believed on him.’ 

To these convinced ones Jesus said, ‘If you continue in my word 
you are truly my disciples, and, you will know the truth, and the 
truth will make you free’. The true way of discipleship is to believe 
what the Master says and to act upon it. Doubtless true hearing lies 
only in obedience to what one hears. That is, one acts on what one 
hears. 

This principle of obedience is constantly reiterated by Jesus. In 
a passage we will later consider re John 1,5:l-17, Jesus virtually 
says that abiding is obedience. He who abides in Christ brings 
forth much fruit, and so proves to be his disciple. Likewise in John 
13:34-35 when one obeys the command to love, then love shows 
forth, and the person proves to be a disciple. It is not only the love 
which proves discipleship, but the 
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obedience to the command to love. Some never love unless they 
‘feel’ like loving. Loving is obeying a command and not merely a 
transitory impulse, or a passing emotion. 

The principle of obedience is sealed by the last verses of the 
Sermon on the Mount. In Matthew 7:24f Jesus says, ‘He who hears 
these sayings and does them, I will liken him to a man who built 
his house upon rock’. This capping to discipleship, as we have 
seen, ensures invulnerability in the day of crisis. It is a pleasant and 
profitable thing to obey. It is the honest mark and sign of 
discipleship. 

 
The Life of Love Again, without pre-empting what we will say 

later, loving is the mark of the disciple. This is logical as well as 
theological. If one must love God totally, having rejected false, 
unbalanced and wrong loves and relationships, then one is 
undoubtedly well on the way to loving others truly. If one has 
come to terms with the priority of love, then one has come to terms 
with all priorities. It is impossible to love God without loving 
others. 

We have seen that obedience is love. In John 15:10 Jesus said, 
‘If you keep my commandments you will abide in my love, just as 
I have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love’. 
Loving is obedience, as obedience is loving. This is a deep and not 
a trite saying. It is no cliche to be passed over. It is one of the 
deepest things Jesus said. He expected of his disciples what the 
Father expected of him. 

In John 13:34 we hear Jesus saying, ‘A new commandment I 
give to you that you love one another; even as I have loved you 
that you love one another. By this all men will know that you are 
my disciples, if you have love for one another’. We recognise, 
from this, that the disciples lived in a love which must have 
appeared 
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unique to them. It must have warmed them, and moved them 
deeply. It explains much of their persistence in remaining with 
Jesus even when some things about him puzzled and even 
‘troubled them. They knew his love. 

Some of us have tried to say from this verse that whereas once 
we had to love our neighbour as ourselves a new kind of love has 
appeared, namely that of Jesus. Their old ego-centred love must 
give way to a new selfless love. This however is scarcely the truth. 
God had always required man to love his neighbour with a selfless 
love. Just because man’s love is no love it is not right for us to say 
God, at this late stage, lifts His standards higher than before. The 
only element of truth in this contention that there are two loves is 
that Jesus’ love appeared as new and different, and as unique. 
Nevertheless it was what love should always have been, since true 
love is God’s love flowing through man. God’s love is total, and 
He demands that fullness from man. Otherwise the advice given in 
Matthew 5:43-48 for disciples is foolish. There man was to love as 
the Father leaved. This is truly to love one’s neighbour. Indeed it is 
to love one’s enemies. Of course when one loves wholly then he 
sees no man as his enemy. 

This little dissertation on the nature of love should not swerve 
us away from the main point of our quote. The one who loves is the 
true disciple. Why? Because he puts into action what the Teacher 
has taught him. He observes the Teacher in action and carries out 
his commands, and those who watch know that in this matter of 
love the Teacher and the taught are one. Of course, as we have 
said, the whole thing is logical. The disciple lives in the 
atmosphere and environment of love, and it is mandatory for him 
to love. Also loving is very liberating. Nothing else is quite so 
liberating. Love, rightly understood, is the most radical thing of all. 
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The Life of Fruitfulness Doubtless we could vastly expand the 
subject of fruitfulness, or, more correctly, we could discover how 
vast it is. It has to do with creation and procreation, with God’s 
powers, and the powers He has put into our hands. However, we 
are simply concerned with the fact that where fruitfulness is 
present discipleship is exercised and proven. 

Jesus said, in John 15:16, ‘You did not choose me, but I chose 
you, and appointed you that you should go and bear fruit, and that 
your fruit should abide, so that whatever you ask the Father in my 
name he may give it to you’. Fruitfulness is what discipleship is all 
about. For this reason Jesus had chosen them. Any discipleship 
which does not issue in fruitfulness is in fact no discipleship. This 
truth is well worth keeping in mind. 

In John 15:7-8 Jesus weds obedience, fruitfulness and 
discipleship together. He says, ‘If you abide in me and my words 
abide in you, ask whatever you will, and it shall be done for you. 
By this is my Father glorified, that you bear much fruit and so 
prove to be my disciples’. We cannot help observing that here, 
also, prayer is part of abiding, fruitfulness, obedience and 
discipleship. In fact they are all of the one piece. 

What is fruitfulness? When we remember that Jesus said to the 
fishermen, ‘Follow me and I will make you to be fishers of men’ 
(Matthew 4:18-19), then we know that catching men is catching 
men for God and the Kingdom. That is fruit. It is also having the 
character spoken of in the Beatitudes. Man is bearing fruit on his 
being which is the fruit of God. Later Paul calls this the fruit of the 
Spirit (Galatians 5:22-23). It is simply the nature of God 
expressing itself through men. They are letting their light so shine 
before men, that men see their good works and glory not them, but 
their Father who is in heaven. 
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This is the fruit of discipleship in great contrast to the works of 
the flesh. The disciple is one who, by the grace of God, has denied 
the flesh, companied with Christ and become a disciple in 
simplicity, in love, in humility and in obedience. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The Maturing of Discipleship 

Without doubt we find disciples in the book of Acts. We find no 
conditions laid down for such discipleship, and in fact not one call 
to discipleship. This is strange, seeing that in these days we keep 
calling people to discipleship. It is even more strange since 
Matthew 28:18-20 seems to state explicitly that we must make 
disciples of the nations and teach them. Teaching is, of course, for 
disciples. 

When we come to the Epistles we find not one mention of a 
disciple. This is doubly strange. Why do we not hear of them? 
Why are certain teachings not structured for disciples as such? 
There must be an answer to these questions. We believe the answer 
lies in the Gospels. 

It can be discovered along two lines. The first is in regard to the 
context and goal of discipleship. The second is the accomplishment 
of the Cross, and the new era that opens with Pentecost and the 
coming of the Spirit. 

 

The Context and Goal of Discipleship 

The context of discipleship is the presence of Jesus and his 
proclamation of the Kingdom. They are there to learn of the 
Kingdom and share with Jesus in its proclamation. We have seen 
how deeply they learned of the Kingdom, both in the Sermon on 
the Mount, the action of the Kingdom as Jesus healed, taught, and 
exorcised 
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demons, and in the teaching of the parables of the Kingdom. Then 
they took part in the proclamation. In Luke chapters 9 and 10 we 
see the twelve and then the seventy go out to proclaim the 
Kingdom. 

Nevertheless there was more. We can call it--for want of a 
better term--the securing of the Kingdom. Jesus had come not only 
to push back the forces of darkness by healings, exorcisms and 
commands, but also to settle the problem of evil once and for all. 
He promised he would heal the broken hearted and set the captive 
free, liberate the slaves of sin, and announce the Jubilee year of the 
Lord. (Luke 4:18-19, cf. Isaiah 61:1.) Also he would be the 
Stronger-than-the-Strong Man and overcome him (Luke 11:21f.). It 
was this latter operation, i.e. the operation of the Cross, that most 
deeply troubled and puzzled the disciples. They sought to evade his 
constant references to the Cross. In this sense they did not take up 
the Cross, daily. To this degree they were remiss. 

The question was, ‘Once the victory is completed, what then’? 
They had hoped its answer would be Jesus enthroned in Jerusalem, 
and they settled, so to speak, as Cabinet Ministers in the new 
Sanhedrin of God. The thorough explanation of things given on the 
night of the betrayal was troubling to them. All that talk--of going 
away, of going to the Father, of leaving them and sending Another, 
a Similar Counsellor--that was baffling. 

 
Something seemed missing. ‘We had trusted that it would have 

been he who would have redeemed Israel. And now it is the third 
day.’ Precisely. The third day proved to be the victory. It also 
indicated that he was going away from them. What, then, of 
discipleship? We have to trace back through the Gospels to find the 
answer. 
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The True Yoke 

We have already seen in Matthew 11:25-30 that Jesus speaks 
about the yoke of discipleship. We need, however, to examine a 
few more factors concerning this. In fact we need to read from 
verse 20 to 24 where he upbraids the cities who have not listened 
to his words, or listening have rejected them. If, further, we place 
this upbraiding in its context we will relate this passage back to 
Luke Ten where it is in the context of the disciples going out to 
proclaim the Kingdom, and in doing so to have power over 
demons. The conclusion we may come to is this:-- Jesus is rightly 
angry at the cities who have seen his mighty works yet which have 
not repented. These cities are Chorazo, Bethsaida and Capernaum. 
In the day of judgement it will go better for Tyre and Sidon than 
for these cities. Had the works done in them been done in Sodom 
and Gomorrah, they would have repented. 

 
Then, seemingly suddenly, there is a change in Jesus’ voice. He 

rejoices in the Spirit, praising God that the simple have heard. The 
clever, the intellectual, the wise, they have not heard. He says 
something very strange, yet very wonderful. ‘l thank thee, Father, 
Lord of heaven and earth, that thou hast hidden these things from 
the wise and understanding and revealed them to babes.’ He adds, 
‘Yea, Father, for such was thy gracious will’. Surely he is saying, 
‘Father, whatever is pleasing to you is pleasing and acceptable to 
me’. This can mean only one thing, that the Son is pleased with the 
Father’s will and accepts it. We have a faint echo of this principle 
in the book of the Prophet Habakkuk. At first the prophet 
complains about the destruction that is to come on Israel. Then he 
sees it in God’s way and says he will rejoice, no matter what 
happens to the land. 
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We need to hear this inflection of Jesus’ voice. We need to 
catch its nuance, since so much depends upon it. To him the will of 
the Father is ‘Thy gracious will’. In the next breath, or even the 
same breath, he says, ‘All things have been delivered to me by my 
Father; and no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one 
knows the Father except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son 
chooses to reveal Him’. 

He is saying that no one would ever understand that will, but the 
Son. How right he is! Fallen man cannot bear the will of God and 
must ever be misunderstanding and criticising it. It needs a miracle 
to reveal to him the true nature of the Father. 

Jesus then says, ‘Come unto me all who labourer and are heavy 
laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn 
of me; for I am gentle and lowly in heart and you shall find rest for 
your souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light’. 

Some commentators do not agree that the whole section from 
verse 20 to 30 is the one. They see it as different situations on 
different occasions. They could be right. One thing, however, is 
clear, and it is seen in this passage whether there be two natural 
sections or not. The yoke that Christ wears is the acceptance of the 
Father’s will It is that yoke he invites others to wear. He invites 
them to share it. We are drawn, then, to this conclusion. The yoke 
of the Son’s submission to the Father is the yoke the true disciple 
also wears. Put another way it can be said that true discipleship is 
true sonship. . 

Is this claim viable? We believe it is. We also believe it is 
essential to be seen and from many angles before the stigma of 
severity so long attached to discipleship can fall away and 
discipleship be seen in its true light. Let us then see whether our 
conclusion can be sustained. 
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The Principle of the Yoke 

The yoke, in Israel, had always been understood as that of 
discipline. Hence in Lamentations 3:27 it is written, ‘It is good for 
a man that he bear the yoke in his youth’. This paralleled in 
Ecclesiastes 12:l--’Remember thy Creator in the days of thy 
youth’. The yoke of discipline here is accepting the order of God’s 
universe as it essentially is, and so obeying its laws and principles 
(cf. Abraham, Genesis 26:4-5). However, whilst God had given 
helpful law to Israel, there had come those who laid heavier yokes 
upon men than they could bear. These were the Pharisees and their 
aides who had brought the law to legalistic minutae and arrived at 
countless precepts. Of them Jesus said, ‘They bind heavy burdens, 
hard to bear, and lay them on men’s shoulders, and they 
themselves will not move them with their finger’. (Matthew 23:4). 

Even in the early church there were those who wished to see a 
heavier yoke upon the new Christians who had come from the 
Gentile world. Of this Peter said, ‘Now therefore, why do you 
make trial of God by putting a yoke upon the neck of the disciples 
which neither our fathers nor we have been able to bear’? 

When a man wore the true yoke in his youth he did not chafe 
under it as a grown man. True obedience is the yoke of Christ. He 
was truly obedient to the Father. He said, ‘It is my food and drink 
to do the Father’s will’. In this chapter of Matthew Eleven he 
shows his delight at his Father’s will. It is delight, not mere 
resignation. The yoke to him is easy. The burden is light. He has 
found rest unto his soul. 

The law-yoke, the yoke of legalism, is heavier because of the 
interminable guilt it breeds and accumulates. The law came by 
Moses, but grace and truth by Jesus Christ. 
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This is the light yoke, and Jesus gives a general invitation to all 
to share it. As the Son of the Father he reveals the truth about 
Father-Son relationship which calls out obedience in the Son. 
Taking this yoke they too may now become sons. 

 

Discipleship is true sonship. 

We only have to trace the constant obedience of Jesus to the 
Father to know that his yoke was no problem to him, but rather, a 
joy. Notice that he had said, ‘You are not to be called rabbi, for 
you have one teacher, and you are all brethren’. He may have 
meant that the Father was their Teacher, and that constituted them 
sons as also brethren, or he may have meant that he, the Son, was 
their teacher, and that gave them a share in his Sonship, making 
them brethren. It is significant that in this very context he says, 
‘Call no man on earth your father, for you have one Father, who is 
in heaven’. This surely makes them sons. Again, in the next breath 
he reminds them of their discipleship. ‘Neither be called masters, 
for you have one master, the Christ.’ (Matthew 23:8-10). We can 
certainly link sonship and discipleship here. 

 

John’s Gospel and the Transition 

John’s Gospel is the Gospel of all which claims that the advent 
of Jesus was to show men that God is Father, and to lead them to 
that Father. Discipleship of His Son is a wonderful privilege, but 
Jesus was calling the disciples on to something even more 
wonderful. When, in Matthew 23:8 he had said, ‘You are all 
brethren’ he was but stating a fact concerning Israel. Malachi 2: 10, 
amongst other Scriptures, had shown God to be the Covenant 
Father. Deuteronomy 14:1 showed that those of Israel were 
children of God. This alone made them brothers, had they in 
addition not had Abraham for 
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their ancestor, and Israel for their father (cf. Isaiah 63:16). 
It may seem curious, then, that Jesus had never called his 

disciples ‘brethren’. This may have been .due, partly, to the fact 
that he claimed unique relationship with God as his Father. Whilst’ 
he could tell them to pray, ‘Our Father... ‘ it is known that he did 
not include himself in this. He addressed God as had no Jew before 
him. He said, directly, ‘Abba!’ that is, ‘Father!’  

Step One of the Transition 

In John 15:12-17 he is giving the message of love. He says, 
‘Greater love has no man than this, that he lay down his life for his 
friends’. He must be speaking not only in principle, but primarily 
referring to himself, for he adds, ‘You are my friends’. This is the 
first time he has called them friends, at least after this fashion. (Cf. 
Luke 12:4.) He adds the old disciple condition ‘if you do what I 
command you’. The closest we can come to such friendship is that 
which God had had with obedient Abraham. See II Chronicles 
20:7, Isaiah 41:8. 

To this Jesus adds ‘No longer do I call you servants, for the 
servant does not know what his master is doing: but I have called 
you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have made 
known to you’. This latter, startling as it is, accords with what we 
saw in the Matthew 11 passage. He is putting them in a new 
relationship with himself, and for that matter, with his Father. 

Even more significant is the context of the new relationship. It 
is that of the vine and the branches. He is the vine, they are the 
branches. The Father is the husbandman. He cleanses. He prunes. 
He brings forth the fruit. Fruitage is what glorifies the Father. 
Their discipleship (being fruitful) relates to the ministry of the 
Father. Again, what he speaks of is that which is about 
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to come into great prominence--the vine, the branches, the 
husbandman. All of this hitherto had been hidden from them. Now 
they know what the future, their future, is all about.  

Step Two of the Transition 

The Cross is completed, the work is finished, and Jesus has 
risen from the tomb. They have failed, having run to their homes, 
having locked themselves behind doors. They were afraid, at the 
last, of the Cross. Yet he has no condemnation for them. He has a 
new word, a completely new word for them. 

On the dawn of the resurrection day the women came to the 
tomb. They were the first to believe. We are told that Jesus met 
them and said ‘Hail!’ They came up to him, took his feet and 
worshipped him. Then Jesus said to them, ‘Do not be afraid: go 
and tell my brethren to go to Galilee, and there they will see me’ 
(Matthew 28:10). In John’s Gospel it is even sweeter. Jesus says to 
Mary, at the tomb, ‘Do not hold me, for I have not yet ascended to 
the Father: but go and tell my brethren and say to them, I am 
ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your 
God’. 

These are stunning words. It is as though he had to wait until the 
events of the Cross and Resurrection were completed before he 
could call them fully and definitively, ‘My brethren!’ Where, then, 
does this place discipleship? It appears that its fullness lies in 
achieved sonship. This seems to be borne out by Jesus’ statement 
when he meets them in the upper room.. He says, ‘As the Father 
has sent me, so send I you’. It is as though he were saying, ‘I am a 
Son to the Father. As you relate to me, so you are as sons through 
my sonship’. 

To fill out this new view of discipleship it only needs Hebrews 
2:11-15 to complete it. ‘He is not ashamed to 

TH E  MA T U R I N G  O F  DI S C I P L E S H I P  

 

37

call them brethren.’ ‘Behold, I and the children God has given me.’ 
If that were not enough Paul speaks of us all being conformed to 
the image of His Son, and says, ‘That he may be the first-born 
among many brethren’. (Romans 8:29) 

To this he adds in another place. ‘You are all sons of God, 
through faith in Christ Jesus, for as many as have been baptised 
into Christ have put on Christ, and you are all one in Christ Jesus.’ 
We are his brethren, and we are sons. However our sonship is 
participation in his Sonship. That is why he can truly say, ‘You are 
my friends’. It is also why he can say, ‘My brethren!’ and add, ‘As 
the Father has sent me, so send I you’. 

This is the true yoke that he bore from the Father. It is the yoke 
we share with him. It is the yoke of discipleship, or, if we will, the 
yoke of sonship. 



DI S C I P L E S H I P-DO O M  O R  DE L I G H T? 

 

38

CHAPTER SIX 

Pentecost and Discipleship 

It is best that we see that discipleship, in the Gospels, relates to 
that era, i.e. the time of Jesus’ earthly ministry. As we have said, 
the Cross had not yet happened, and Jesus had not died to be raised 
from the dead. All that was spoken concerning discipleship was 
said that they might hear his word, be obedient, shape up into 
people who were gripped by his word, and come to understand 
what the Kingdom was all about. It must be stated categorically 
that this discipleship was a preliminary experience and exercise to 
the events which were the Cross and Resurrection, as also those 
which were to follow it. 

We also recognise that no matter how deep was the willingness 
of the disciples, they could understand but little. Because of this 
Jesus said, ‘It is expedient (necessary) that I go away from you, for 
if I go not away the Counsellor will not come to you; but if 1 go I 
will send him to you’. He had promised that this Counsellor, the 
Holy Spirit would teach them all things (John 14:26) and bring all 
things to their remembrance that Christ had previously taught 
them, and that he would lead them into all the truth. 

This meant that their new Teacher would be the Holy Spirit. 
Later Paul was to say, ‘We impart this (wisdom) in words not 
taught by human wisdom but taught by the 
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Spirit... ‘. (I Corinthians 2: 13) whilst John added, ‘o.. you have 
been anointed by the Holy One and you know all things . . . the 
anointing which you have received from him abides in you, and 
you have no need that anyone should teach you; as his anointing 
teaches you about everything, and is no lie...’ (I John 2:20, 27). 

Doubtless Pentecost was a startling time. Illumination and 
revelation burst upon them in that hour, so much so that when it 
had finished a brand new set of doctrines was theirs. Acts 2:42 
speaks of ‘the apostles’ doctrine’, and this is ‘the deposit’ to which 
Paul refers in the pastoral epistles, and in I Corinthians 15:1-3. It is 
the truth the Spirit teaches. God’s people are still disciples, but 
now, in real measure, of the Holy Spirit. They not only listen to the 
truth, but they obey it, as Jesus had required of them. As they were 
with Messiah in his earthly venture, so are they with the Spirit in 
that work which he carries out as Agent of the Father and the Son. 

The New Arrangement 

Doubtless a whole new thing had happened. The disciples no 
longer followed Jesus along the dusty roads of Galilee, or made 
their way up the Judean hills, or walked cautiously through 
Jerusalem’s streets. They had a great new power moving through 
them. It was the same great power which had moved Jesus the 
Messiah. It was the power of the Spirit. Yet that was not all. 

They lived in the fruits of the Cross and the Resurrection. They 
lived in grace. Their sins were forgiven. Their guilt was vanished. 
Love had flowed into their hearts. Because Christ had died now 
they would live forever. The context of service was different. They 
were not puzzled by the enigma of the Jesus of Nazareth, but they 
worshipped the victorious Son of God. No one had 
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to speak to them in terms of the ‘cost of discipleship’. Nor did 
anyone, on the other hand, have to warn them about ‘cheap grace’. 
They would have wondered about that one! They knew grace was 
free, and never cheap! They knew you could never make it costly. 
The Cross had proven how costly it was, but then for man it was 
free. 

The new arrangement was the people of God, the church, the 
living, serving community under its Head, Christ, and its Guide, 
the Holy Spirit. There is never a whisper of forsaking all, taking up 
the Cross, hating relatives, and becoming totally obedient. This is 
never heard. Had then, the conditions for discipleship changed? 
Were they easier, or perhaps, different? 

Scarcely. The new believers knew they had been crucified with 
Christ. They knew they had to face, daily, the offence of the Cross. 
Like Paul they knew it to be foolishness to the intellectual (the 
Greek) and a scandal to the religious (the Jew). They knew the 
offence of the Cross was the offence of grace and love. The law-
mongers were horrified that there was a way of salvation apart 
from law. They were disgusted that a criminal’s cross--cursed 
thing!--should be counted to be the way of life, and that there was 
no other way. In this sense every disciple carried his cross daily, 
but it looked more like the offence of a cross, than a Cross on 
which he died. He knew only too well he had died with Christ the 
day that Christ had died (cf. Galatians 2:20, Romans 6:6, Galatians 
5:20, 6:14, Colossians 3:1-5 etc.). 

Again may he now love his wife and parents beyond God or 
Jesus? Never! The same conditions obtained because they have 
been this. from the time of creation, and are newly this because of 
Christ and the Spirit and the Father. One still has to be humbled in 
order to be 
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exalted, and one still has to forsake everything that is an idolatry. 
Will it sound a little blasphemous if we say that the view given 

to us through the Cross, the Resurrection, and the coming of the 
Holy Spirit has made these ‘conditions’ seem to be ‘no 
conditions’? Paul could say, ‘I count all things but loss for the 
excellency of the knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord. I count them 
but dung (useless tasteless rubbish) that I may win Christ’. The 
disciples of the Gospels could scarcely guess and only dimly see 
what he was about. We have seen it! Why then speak in grim and 
stern tones of ‘the conditions for discipleship’ and its great ‘cost’. 
May not this be the thin (or fat) end of the wedge for that old 
religious ego to again rear its head, and have us all back under law-
bondage before someone can cry ‘Liberated’!  

The Active Arrangement 

This is what we have to see. The signature word of the early 
church was ‘Action!’ They lived at action stations. They saw what 
Messiah was about. They had seen him in action, and they knew 
how the action went, and they had the powers and the will to 
execute it. So they had not reached the age of methodologies. Also 
the age of committees was yet to come. Hence they had not yet 
compounded methodologies from doctrinal dogmatism, practice 
dogmatism, experimental dogmatism and ritual dogmatism. By this 
we mean that they had not sat down and abstracted certain 
principles from their operations and so-structured them that they 
now had a methodology which made them just one remove from 
God. That is to say they held nothing in their hands. The wisdom 
they knew was that of the Spirit, and the mind they had was that of 
Christ. 

It is true that the word ‘disciple’ or ‘disciples’ is continually met 
in the book of Acts. It is interesting to note 
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that the term is never used in what are called the ‘we’ passages (see 
Acts Chapters 20 and 21). These are the passages’ in which Luke 
(the author of Acts) was personally involved. Thus he never refers 
to believers (from the inside) as disciples. As we have said it is 
never mentioned in the Epistles nor indicated in the Book of the 
Revelation, and we ought to understand why this is. The actual 
term is a good one, but we gather it is a term used rather from the 
outside than the inside. It denotes a group of people who follow 
‘the Way’ of Jesus Christ. Such were remembered from the days 
prior to the Cross and Resurrection. They are carrying on in the 
Way of Christ. They are his disciples. 

The Two New Names 

Two terms, nevertheless, have arisen. One is found in the 
Epistles, and the other in both Acts and the Epistles. The first is 
‘saints’. It almost certainly derives from Daniel 7. In this chapter 
we read twice that the Kingdom is to be given to the saints of the 
most high. Some understand this as the angelic powers, but it is 
generally taken to mean the people of God. In this case the saints 
receive the Kingdom in relation to the ‘one like a Son of man’. 
‘Son of man’ was the term Jesus used for himself, and whilst 
meaning he was truly man it was also a term, virtually, for 
Messiah. The high priest looked upon its use as blasphemy when 
Jesus took it to himself (Matthew 26:63-65). The high priest 
understood it to be one of the highest and most significant terms in 
Jewry. 

Simply the term means those who are God’s holy people, those 
sanctified and set apart for the work and witness of God. As Israel 
had become the kingdom of priests and was called .this in Exodus 
19:5-6, so in I Peter 2:9-10 the new and true Israel of God, where 
there is neither Jew or Gentile, is composed of ‘the saints of the 
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Most High’. They have been transferred from the powers of 
darkness, into the Kingdom of the Son of His love (Colossians 
1:13-14). 

 
The second term is ‘brethren’. ‘You are all brethren’ Jesus had 

said. As we saw, after the resurrection he told Mary, ‘Go and tell 
my brethren that I ascend to my Father and your Father’. How 
thrilling. To be sons of the living God makes them brethren within 
the family. The Epistles have much of this. In Acts the word 
‘brethren’ is used many times. The disciples of course are never 
addressed as ‘disciples’. They are addressed as ‘brethren’. As a 
matter of fact in Acts the use of the terms ‘brethren’ and ‘disciple’ 
is about equal. In addition other terms are used such as ‘all who 
believed’, ‘their number’, ‘the company who believed’, ‘believers’, 
and, from chapter five onwards, ‘the church’. 

 
The Epistles use the term brethren to denote the oneness that is 

within the family of God. This, indeed, is a subject all of its own. 
In short the church is concerned with the internal family 
relationships in love, as also the external operations in the witness 
of Christ through the Spirit. This is the reason why the believers 
see themselves not so much as disciples as they share their new 
found sense of family and love. It is true that the disciples were to 
love one another. Nothing of this has been lost. They now have the 
added spur of brotherhood within the family. 

 
In the book of the Revelation the term ‘brethren’ is used a 

number of times, but other terms such as ‘servants’, ‘fellow-
servants’, ‘martyrs’ and ‘prophets’ are more often used. One would 
think this book would more likely use the old term ‘disciples’, but 
for some reason it does not. 
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Conclusion 

We conclude that the term in the Acts is one used to speak of 
those serving Christ, and whilst not wholly a term applied by 
outsiders it is, as we have said, one more used. by those outside 
than those within. The inside term is ‘brethren’. In the Epistles the 
term ‘brethren’ is almost exclusively used when the writing is 
intimate, otherwise believers are addressed as saints. This is not to 
say that the term disciples was ultimately discarded, nor that it has 
no current value. We do not believe this. We simply say that we 
should not fail to take into account the vast change which takes 
place between the Gospels and Pentecost, between Jesus’ earthly 
ministry, and the ministry of the Spirit in Acts. 

 
We repeat; the way in which the Epistles find no place for the 

term ‘disciple’ causes us to be both thoughtful and sensible about 
the way in which we would use it today. 

 

Discipleship and Teaching 

The Greek word mathetes (disciple) accords well with the Latin 
word disciplus from which we derive our English word ‘disciple’. 
The Hebrew word liramud (Isaiah 8: 16) is translated in the Old 
Testament (Greek) Septuagint as mathetes, so that, roughly 
speaking all mean the same.. We have also seen that whilst disciple 
does not mean merely a pupil, yet it does not mean less than that. 
Hence in Matthew 28:19-20 to disciple the nations is also to teach 
them. Without doubt Jesus taught his disciples. While they were 
more than pupils they were not less than that. The nations must 
first come to the feet of Jesus, in submission. Then they must learn. 
Learning, they must participate with him in his cosmic and time-
wide plan for creation. 
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The Teaching of the Twelve 

One of the marks of Jesus was that ‘the crowds were astonished 
at his teaching for he taught them as one who had authority, and 
not as the scribes’. (Matthew 7:28). This is not said in contempt of 
the scribes, for they were formal scholars. What astonished the 
crowd, and from time to time the leaders of the Jews, was the fact 
that Jesus, though not subscribing to the academic way of the 
scribes and lawyers was able to impress the public. As we shall see 
they were forced to the same assessment of the apostles. This is 
indicated in Acts 4:13, ‘Now when they saw the boldness of Peter 
and John, and perceived they were uneducated common men, they 
wondered, and recognised that they had been with Jesus’. 

This means that they were of the same ilk as Jesus. They dealt 
in facts rather than theories or hypotheses, but also they carried 
authority with their statements. Certainly they had learned from 
Jesus. They had been taught by him. 

The Mode of Teaching 

We have already said that when Jesus commanded a disciple in 
the words, ‘Follow me’, he was giving no choice. One literally had 
to follow Jesus where he went, both in imitating his life, and 
moving geographically. Jesus set pre-conditions for such 
following--that men were to deliver themselves from all relational 
bondages so that they would be undistracted as they learned from 
him, their teacher. Far from bringing them into legal bondages by 
demanding ascetic practice, Jesus had liberated them from wrong 
ties, and given them the highest of all relationships. 

In addition to this, as we have also seen, he gave great promises 
of total forgiveness, the Kingdom of God, and the outpouring of 
the Spirit upon all who followed him. 
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What he required then was not a mere moral imitation of 
himself, nor a set code of conduct, nor even strict adherence to law, 
but a discovery of the joys of repentance (cf. Luke 5:29-39), and so 
participation in the new wine of the Kingdom. 

Being Messiah, the Anointed One of God, he carried with him 
the dynamic of the new age. He never merely taught concerning 
the modes of healing or exorcism, but demonstrated them. He gave 
no theological teaching as such, although from what he taught we 
can adduce many theological conclusions. His actions were not 
merely demonstrations of a principle, so that his disciples could 
imitate him. They were the very actions of his power. They were 
the Kingdom in action, so that he could say, ‘If I by the Spirit of 
God cast out demons then is the Kingdom of God come upon you’. 

This is not to say that he did not give them information which 
was unaccompanied by actions. He did. He told them of the nature 
of the Kingdom. He imparted truth concerning the future of the 
Kingdom, and the end of the age. He interpreted Old Testament 
Scriptures, and he opened up many of the prophecies. The Gospels 
are ‘filled with his sayings. He was well called ‘Teacher’. 
Nicodemus says ‘You are a teacher (didaskolos) come from God’. 
Some 16 times in one Gospel (Mark’s) it is said that Jesus taught. 
He was often addressed as ‘Master’ (didaskolos) which means 
teacher, whilst in John’s Gospel he is many times addressed as 
‘Rabbi’ meaning ‘great man’, or ‘teacher’. The evidence is surely 
that he was a teacher, and for his followers, the Teacher. 

The use of the term ‘follow’ (Greek verb akoloutheo) whilst 
very significant in the Gospels in regard to discipleship is not used 
in the Acts or Epistles in this specialised sense. Since a disciple 
was a follower he 
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followed in order to learn, and to obey, sharing the mission of his 
master. In the Acts there is no call issued to follow Christ. There it 
is simply ‘repentance towards God and faith in Jesus Christ’. It is 
believing on Christ and receiving the Spirit. There is no call to 
‘learn of me’, but rather to accept the apostles’ doctrine and receive 
‘the anointing which teaches’. This all makes sense when we see 
the stipulation of Jesus that if they follow him there will be an 
outcome of the following: there will be a good result. In fact the 
promise of eternal life is made. Hence the desire to follow and to 
learn. Add to this the elements of forgiveness, the Kingdom and 
the gift of the Spirit ,and we can see that, these being received, we 
do not need to follow in order to get them once we have received 
them! 

The closest concept we have to ‘follow’ in the Epistles is the 
idea of being ‘in Christ’, or working ‘through Christ’. This idea of 
abiding in Christ was given by him to his disciples shortly before 
his death. It is really speaking of union with him. To have ‘that 
mind in you which was in Christ Jesus’ is close to the idea of 
‘following’ but it is not that idea. Every believer is now in Christ, 
whatever he may or may not make of that wonderful fact and 
condition. In this sense Jesus has no followers. He has those who 
believe in him, and who are his slaves (Romans 1: 1, II Corinthians 
4:5), yet basically they are members of his Body, the Church. They 
are now his brethren. They work, as one, with him. This means he 
has taught very well. In this sense he does not have to teach again. 
What they are is the fruit of his teaching. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

The New Teacher and the New Teaching 

On the night of his betrayal Jesus said, ‘These things I have 
spoken to you while I am still with you. But the Counsellor, the 
Holy Spirit whom I will send in my name, he will teach you all 
things, and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you’. 
Later he added, ‘I have yet many things to say to you, but you 
cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes he will 
guide you into all the truth’. (John 14:25-26, 16: 12f.) Jesus meant 
that his time of teaching was completed. Even so he had not been 
able to say all things, nor had they been able to understand or retain 
all things. In Chapter Six of this book we saw that the teaching of 
Jesus was to be renewed in their memory and understanding, by the 
Holy Spirit. He was to be the new Teacher, and in fact this was 
what he accomplished at Pentecost when he came. He brought all 
things to their remembrance. He led them into all the truth. He was 
the Teacher who completed what Jesus had begun. He rounded off 
the disciples into full maturity, at least in their understanding. 

Without doubt the Holy Spirit has powers in teaching which are 
very deep. He himself searches the deep things of God and reveals 
them to man. He alone can reveal things which have never been 
seen or heard by man, or even entered man’s mind and heart (I 
Corinthians 2:9-10). This was why Jesus said it was advantageous 
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for him to go away in order that the Spirit might come. He alone 
can make an impression upon the spirit of man for the spirit of man 
is his province. 

Also the Spirit had to say things which even Jesus had not said 
(John 16:12). He had to reveal the meaning of the Cross, the 
Resurrection and the Ascension. He had to show the Kingdom to 
the disciples and those who would hear them. He had to open the 
great new understandings of grace and love which were to be so 
bewildering to the legalists of the day. He had to speak of the new 
Family of God, the people of God, and the church of God. Without 
him the whole scene would remain very bewildering. Also there 
would soon be a ferment of ideas, a jostling together of them until 
heresies began to form, and the powers of evil would begin their 
devious deceptions afresh. The new teaching required .the New 
Teacher. He was required to give understanding of the truth, 
protection against untruth, direction for life and action, and 
knowledge for the future, the very substance of hope. 

The Whole Gamut of Teaching 

Long ago the prophet had said that in the new age of Israel God 
Himself would be the Teacher. ‘All you sons shall be taught of the 
Lord, and great shall be the prosperity of your sons.’ (Isaiah 
54:13.) Also it had been written ‘And many peoples shall say, 
"Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, and to the house 
of the God of Jacob; that He may teach us His ways and that we 
may walk in His paths".’ In the Covenant promise of Jeremiah 
(31:31-34) it was made clear that ‘they shall teach no more every 
man his neighbour, saying, "Know the Lord!" for they shall know 
me says the Lord, from the greatest unto the least . . . for I will 
forgive their sins, and their iniquities I will remember no more’. 
The 
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truth is that God Himself will teach them--by forgiving them! 
This is why Jesus said, ‘No one can come to me unless the 

Father who sent me draws him... It is written in the Prophets, "And 
they shall all be taught of God." Anyone who has heard and 
learned from the Father comes .to me’. The Son is saying that just 
as no one can know the Father save the Son, and he to whom the 
Son chooses to reveal Him, so anyone who would know the Son 
must learn from the Father. The Father is Teacher. That also is why 
the Son may be, and is, Teacher. We mean, ‘Like Father, like Son’. 

Later Paul is to say that ‘concerning brotherly love, brethren, 
you have no need that anyone teach you, for you yourselves are 
taught of God’. (I Thessalonians 4:9). We may then, come to this 
conclusion that the Father is Teacher; the Son is Teacher; and the 
Holy Spirit is Teacher. They all teach man, especially man-in-faith. 

This is why Jesus said ‘Go and make disciples of all nations, 
baptising them into the name of the Father, and the Son, and the 
Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have 
commanded you’. As we shall see, .man needs the teaching of the 
full Godhead, for he has gone very far astray. 

Teaching the Nations 

What is it (a) to make disciples of all nations, and (b) to teach 
them? To make disciples of nations means, primarily to make 
followers, learners and willing servants of the nations as nations. 
We mean that whilst persons must come to know Christ, yet God 
has His eyes on nations as peoples, and not only persons as 
individuals. This theme of the people of God and the peoples of the 
world is a theme which needs to be pursued for its own 
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worth. Here we can simply say that the commission in Matthew, 
whilst it must be studied for its own particular meaning, must not 
be understood apart from the other passages which deal with 
Christ’s commands for proclamation, namely Mark 16:15f. Luke 
24:44f., John 20:19-23 and Acts 1:8. 

It is interesting to note that Acts 1:2 says, ‘After he had given 
commandment through the Holy Spirit to the apostles whom he 
had chosen’. It means that even this commandment could not be 
‘understood unless it were given through the Holy Spirit. It may 
possibly refer to John 20:22 where he breathed on them and said, 
‘Receive the Holy Spirit’, after which he proceeded to speak of 
their authority to declare the remission or retention of sins. 
Whichever it is it points out the difficulty of communicating 
commands apart from the Spirit. The spirit of fallen man is against 
any form of command! 

What are the disciples to teach? They are to teach the nations to 
observe whatever things Christ has commanded them, that is, that 
he has commanded the apostles. Why are they to teach thus? It is 
because Christ has been given authority over all the nations. They 
go under the authority of Christ, for all nations must ultimately 
submit to him in that day ‘when every knee shall bow and every 
tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of the Father’. 
He will be with them, all the days, until that day. In other words, 
they are not merely to teach moral precepts, or instigate religious 
exercises but they are to lead people to observe*, that is, obey, the 
things Christ has commanded them, the apostles. 

                                                 
* The term 'observe' is interesting: it does not merely mean to grasp the idea of the 

command, but to carry out that command in practice, and to do this habitually. All 
teaching should have as its goal the practical outworking of what is taught. 
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When we turn to the other sections on the commission we see 
that it is to preach the gospel to every creature, it is to call for 
repentance, it is to declare the remission of sins. It is to deal 
effectively with evil powers. It is to witness to Messiah. As Peter 
tells the house of Cornelius (Acts 10:42), ‘And he commanded us 
to preach to the people, and to testify that he is the one ordained by 
God to be the judge of the living and the dead’. See, in this regard, 
Acts 17:30-31, ‘The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now 
He commands all men, everywhere, to repent, because He has 
fixed a day on which He will judge the world in righteousness by a 
man whom He has appointed, and of this He has given assurance to 
all men by raising him from the dead’. 

When, in addition, we see the commission given to Paul, as 
outlined in Acts 26: 16-18, and his exposition of that in Acts 
20:18-31, then we are sure that the nations are to come to ‘the 
obedience of faith’ of which Paul speaks so powerfully in Romans 
1:5, 15:17-19, and 16:25-26. This obedience of faith is not simply 
moral obedience to God’s laws--although that is included—but 
obedience to the Gospel, with the consequent life of holiness and 
obedience within the Gospel, and motivated by the newly 
experienced love and grace of God. 

The idea of separate Christians getting to themselves a group of 
disciples and reiterating the teachings of the written Gospels is so 
far from the truth that it could be very misleading. It is within the 
context of the church, within the Body of Christ, the people of 
God, that true teaching takes place. 

To conclude, teaching is not merely the impartation of 
information, even theological information. It is bringing people to 
the obedience of faith, so that their observance, i.e. practice of 
what Christ has 
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commanded, will be effected. Not only will the example of the way 
Christ did this in Palestine be very valuable, but the wider facts of 
the salvation work of the Cross and the Resurrection must be also 
considered, as well as the presence and ministry of the Holy Spirit 
as Teacher. Christ’s teaching is, by nature of the case, of universal 
character. It is teaching for the whole world. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

Teaching Today 

When Christ sent the apostles on the basis of his own authority 
he was making a claim to universal authority. On what basis did he 
do this? How could he require the obedience of the nations? From 
one point of view the answer is that he had defeated the forces of 
evil which had invaded God’s creation and sought to demean it, 
bringing it into slavish bondage. Because the Eternal Son had 
mediated this creation he was therefore Lord over it. More than 
this, he had redeemed it by the Cross and Resurrection. That is why 
the apostolic cry was, ‘Jesus is Lord’! 

From another point of view Jesus was the fulfilment of the 
prophecies and had the right to command. In Acts 3:19-26 Peter 
tells Israel of the Lordship of Christ, basing this not only on what 
Christ has done, but the prophecy that he is the new Moses, the 
true prophet. He quotes Deuteronomy 18:15-19, ‘ Moses said, "The 
Lord God will raise up for you a prophet from your brethren as he 
raised me up. You shall listen to him in whatever he tells you. And 
it shall be that every soul that does not listen to that prophet shall 
be destroyed from the people." ‘ This is why men must .observe 
whatever he has commanded. True teaching then is that means by 
which obedience is effected. 
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Teaching in the Church 

Teaching by the church is that outward ministry to the nations 
whereby they hear the command of the Gospel and obey. Teaching 
within the church is that ministry by the Spirit whereby the church 
grows into maturity. 

The factors with which teaching has to contend are those of the 
innate rebellion of unredeemed man, and the constant struggle 
redeemed man has when there is a conflict of flesh and the Holy 
Spirit. The life of faith implies a constant struggle to deny the 
devious tricks of Satanic powers as they seek to discredit the 
Gospel, and try to diminish the victory of the Cross. 

We have seen that the Holy Spirit is the Teacher for the church. 
He imparts knowledge to those who need it. If anyone has 
followers it is he. ‘As many as are led by the Spirit of God, they 
are the sons of God’ (Romans 8: 14). In Galatians 5:16-25 Paul 
says that as many as are led by the Spirit of God are not under the 
law. He means they are under grace. He also says that such do not 
fulfil the lust (strong striving) of the flesh. He implies that the 
Spirit overcomes for them, and in them. He speaks of the fruit of 
the Spirit which is borne in our lives when we yield to the Spirit. 
He concludes, ‘If we live by the Spirit, let us walk by the Spirit’. 
He means, ‘Our life derives from the Spirit Let us then walk as a 
people, according to his dictates’. 

All this being true the Spirit nevertheless teaches by means of 
persons within the Church. In Ephesians 4:7-11 we read of the 
‘gifts of Christ’, that is that he gives gifts to the church. Some are 
apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, and some pastors and 
teachers. Without doubt all teach. Their gifts decide what kind of 
teaching this will be, whether initial proclamation of the 
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Gospel, or prophetic exhortation, or teaching in the realm of daily 
living--most of this is decided by the nature of the gifts. 

The purpose of these gifts is to mature the people of God. It is 
for ‘the equipping of the saints for the work of the ministry’ which 
in its turn is for ‘building up the body of Christ, until we all attain 
to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to 
mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of 
Christ’. It is also to counter immaturity where believers are as 
‘children, tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of 
doctrine, by the cunning of men, by their craftiness in deceitful 
wiles’. 

What does all this really mean? It means that teaching is 
something carried out in the nitty-gritty of life. Teaching is not the 
impartation of accumulated theology. It is not the categorising of 
abstract concepts. It is not even the learning of things that Jesus 
said. It is the experience of life, led and guided by the truth as it is 
in Christ. It is help in the way in which we practise true godliness. 

Teachers Within the Church 

Take, for example, the passages which set out the qualities of 
elders. In I Timothy 3:1-7 we have a description of what an elder 
should be. At first sight it seems that he is a paragon of virtue, and 
we might search with difficulty to find such a person today. Yet in 
the ultimate all the passage is saying is, ‘Here is the sort of man 
who has battled with life, and having matured to some degree is 
now reasonably competent to help others’. He is to be ‘apt to 
teach’ or ‘an apt teacher’. What does this mean? Does it mean he 
has had some formal training as a teacher? Perhaps he has been a 
Sunday School Teacher and now is capable of expounding the 
Scriptures in a Bible Class! Not really. No, he is 
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a man who has had to test out the truths of the Gospel in the 
manner of life which has been his--as a citizen of society, as a 
husband of his wife, as the father of his children, as a pastor-
counsellor amongst the people of God. Of course he can teach. 
Then what can he teach? 

He can teach the way one lives as a Christian person, as a 
brother in the family, as a counsellor where there is need. It does 
not mean, necessarily, that he can quote reams of Scripture--
although that would not be a bad thing. It does not mean that he 
understands the finest theological points--although that would be 
no burden. It means that he knows how the truth works out in the 
practice of life. He has learned the value of the faith and its truth 
right where men and women have to live. In short he can give that 
practical teaching of life, which, based upon the Gospel, enables a 
person to live the life in Christ. What more may a man teach? 

Teachers are very highly regarded in the Acts. They are coupled 
with the prophets in Acts 13:lff., and this group hears the voice of 
the Spirit as he sends out Saul and Barnabas. These teachers 
undoubtedly had great effect where they ministered. The early 
church had had its doctrine crystallised by the Holy Spirit on the 
Day of Pentecost. This teaching had to be passed on to the 
members of the church. Old Gentile patterns had to be broken 
down by it. New patterns had to be taught. The rampant immorality 
and idolatry of the day had to be countered by powerful principles 
and prescriptions of the Gospel. Heresies which constantly 
attacked the church had to be countered by the truth. The amazing 
events of Christ had to be shown to be in accordance with the Old 
Testament Scriptures. There were many needs which could only be 
met by teaching. That teaching had to be from the Spirit, anointed 
by him, and so teaching which exhorted, rebuked, convinced and 
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enriched the hearers. It had at the one and same time to be both 
Biblical and practical. As we said, it had to teach principles and 
prescribe modes of living which were the outworking of those 
principles. We find this sort of thing in the. teachings within the 
Acts, and very fully in the Epistles. 

The Progression of Teaching 

The Pastoral Epistles (I and II Timothy and Titus) lay great 
emphasis on teaching. Here are some examples of Paul’s 
admonitions--’I urged you . . . that you may charge certain persons 
not to teach any different doctrine, nor to occupy themselves with 
myths... Certain persons by swerving from these have wandered 
away into vain discussion, desiring to be teachers of the law, 
without understanding either what they are saying, or the things 
about which they are making assertions’. ‘For this I was appointed 
a preacher and apostle . . . a teacher of the Gentiles in faith and 
truth.’ ‘Command and teach these things . . . Till I come attend to 
the public reading of Scripture, to preaching, to teaching.’ ‘Take 
heed to your teaching... hold to that, for by so doing you will save- 
both yourself and your hearers.’ ‘Let the elders who rule well be 
considered worthy of double honour, especially those who labour 
in preaching and teaching...’ ‘... be strong in the grace that is in 
Christ Jesus and what you have heard from me before many 
witnesses entrust to faithful men who will be able to teach others 
also. ‘ ‘I charge you... preach the word, be urgent in season and out 
of season, convince, rebuke, and exhort, be unfailing in patience 
and teaching.’ ‘But as for you, teach what befits sound doctrine.’ 
‘Bid the older women... to teach ‘what is good.’ ‘Declare these 
things: exhort and reprove with authority. Let no one disregard 
you.’ 
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These extracts show us the importance Paul placed upon 
teaching. Notice too that he would not have teaching confined only 
to those who had the gift of teaching. All are to teach in some way 
or another. In this sense Timothy was a disciple of Paul. Yet in 
other places Paul calls him his son. Timothy had heard what Paul 
had said, and had said it before many witnesses. He now was to 
teach what he had learned, and those whom he taught were to 
teach. This is the true apostolic succession. 

In one sense we will always be learners, always growing, 
always maturing. In another sense we will grow little unless we, 
too, teach others. Jesus did not want to have his disciples about 
him all the time It was expedient for them that he left them. Only 
then would they cease to be overly dependent upon him. True, they 
would depend upon the Holy Spirit, but then so did Jesus in his 
earthly ministry. This dependence does not make a man’ weak, but, 
rather, strong. To teach is to grow stronger and more mature. All 
Things are Ours 

Teaching can also be dangerous. James said, ‘Let not many of 
you become teachers, my brethren, for you know that we who 
teach shall be judged with greater strictness’ (3:1). He means that 
teaching is so vital and significant that if we make mistakes we 
perpetuate them in those whom we teach. For this reason let a man 
be sure he preaches the truth. Truth is what affects a person more 
than any other thing. 

We can then, see at once both the importance and danger of 
teaching. In Hebrews 5:12-14 the writer complains of his readers 
that although they ought to be teachers by that time, they still 
needed to be taught. He points to the training of the faculties by 
practice in order to discern good and evil. This means a moral 
exercise of 
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the will. Teaching is not simply absorbing moral or Biblical 
information. Blotting paper can soak up much ink and still remain 
dry! True learning is obedience to what one is taught, the practice 
of discerning right and wrong by experience. 

I Corinthians 3: If., shows the cause of much immaturity—that 
failure to grow up into the measure of the stature of the fullness of 
Christ. It is because folk take to themselves teachers of a certain 
ilk. Such teachers may be fine in themselves and teach the truth 
fully, but their listeners confine themselves to just one of them, 
ignoring and even criticising others. Hence at Corinth Paul, 
Apollos and Cephas had been heard in their teaching, but the 
spiritually immature had failed to listen to them all, and so, 
probably, had failed to hear any one of them fully. 

To them Paul said, ‘All things are yours whether Paul, or 
Apollos or Cephas’. He went on to say that all things are ours, 
things present, past and future—they are all ours! This thought is 
breathtaking; that where true teaching is given we may appropriate 
it all. After all, we too belong to Christ, and Christ belongs to God. 
As we belong to God so do all things belong to us. 

The scope of teaching is vast. The effects of teaching are 
unspeakable. The responsibility of teaching is as high as its 
privileges are wide. 

‘Going, make disciples of all peoples, teaching them . . . 
teaching them to observe whatever things I have commanded you . 
. .’ 
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CHAPTER NINE 

Discipleship for Today - One 

Samuel Rutherford once said, ‘My Lord hath no velvet cross’. 
He meant the Cross was a place of suffering. He meant the way of 
the believer is difficult, Indeed it is hard. 

Some may have gathered, from this book, the impression that 
the writer thinks the days of discipleship are finished, and that 
discipleship is no more. That impression is not true, not, anyway, 
fully. We must accept the fact that discipleship is not taught, as 
such, in the Acts, and the Epistles. It is not indicated as such in the 
book of the Revelation. However, in Acts believers are called 
disciples. At the same time they are called brethren, saints and 
believers. The term disciple is one used more by those looking 
from the outside than those who are inside. Those who are inside 
see each other as brethren. They do not constitute a mere aggregate 
of disciples but rather a family of believers. Jesus no longer calls 
men to follow him. Rather he is to be believed upon, and those 
who believe become his brethren and his friends. At the same time 
he is their Lord, and they are his willing subjects. 

Does this, then, mean that the severe demands of discipleship 
are lessened? Scarcely. However, it is the angle from which we 
view the subject which determines our conclusions. If we still 
believe a man cannot be effective as a servant of God should he 
love relatives more 
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than Christ, then we are correct. If we believe a man must forsake 
all he has in order to serve God then we are correct. If however 
these conditions of discipleship become the basis of salvation then 
we are very wrong. 

Man is saved by grace. We have made this point already, but we 
must make it again. Giving up all may be the effect of a prevenient 
work of the Spirit, and as such must not be despised. It also may be 
the effect of the grace of justification. In any case man is helpless 
to do good until the grace of God has worked in him. When it does 
he does not talk about ‘cost’. We have seen that he views the things 
which once held him as a sort of bondage out of which he has now 
escaped. He does not despise the material gifts of God. Indeed he 
may feel free to use them all, if necessary. However, he will not be 
bound by them. He will not allow them to hold him in chains. 
Grace and Discipleship 

When John promised the Kingdom men who heard him clearly 
repented. When the promise of forgiveness and the gift of the Spirit 
were attached, motivation for repentance was very strong. When 
people saw the person of Jesus--those who really understood--then 
they saw discipleship not as a costly thing, but as a deep privilege. 
Peter, standing in the midst of the draught of fishes cries out, 
‘Depart from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man!’, yet inwardly his 
heart is crying out for Messiah to remain. Cleansed by Christ he 
gladly leaves all that he has. So does Matthew, having heard the 
Sermon on the Mount outside Capernaum, and probably just 
having witnessed the .palsied man healed of his paralysis and 
forgiven of his sins. When a man sees the grace of God he hurries 
to God, and does not talk in such foolish terms as ‘giving up all’ or 
‘laying all on the altar’, as though that were a great deal. It is not 
even a 
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pittance. It is nothing. 
Hence in the Gospel Jesus says, ‘If you love me you will keep 

my commandments’. How then can they love him until they see the 
finished work, and are redeemed by it? As Peter puts it, ‘You know 
you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your 
fathers, not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with 
the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb, without blemish or 
spot’. (I Peter 1:18-19) 

In the Epistles Paul says, ‘The love of Christ controls us 
because we are convinced that if one died for all, then did all die!’. 
He is saying that we are gripped by Christ’s love because of what 
he has done. John says, ‘We love because he first loved us’, having 
shown us that love is seen in the Cross. He says, therefore, ‘His 
commandments for us are not burdensome’. 

We are not saying that Christ demands any less of us than he did 
of his disciples, but we are saying that we had better not see these 
as heavy demands, and we had better not give the impression that 
they are severe. To the contrary; it is little enough for us to do--to 
relinquish the things which impede our service and to espouse the 
things which extend it. None of what we do in this regard merits 
anything. It is only a retraction, anyway, from that which was 
wrong, and an acceptance of that which is right. We agree that such 
requirements may appear as heavy and severe demands, especially 
to one entrapped by them. Essentially, however, they are not severe 
demands. They are the true way of liberty, rightly understood. 

Grace and the Cross 

We agree with Rutherford, ‘My Lord has no velvet cross’. We 
also agree with Paul. ‘God forbid that I should glory, save in the 
cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, with which I am crucified to the 
world and the world to 
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me. His other related statement is also worth keeping in mind. ‘The 
word of the Cross is the power of God for us who are being saved.’ 
He told the Corinthian church, ‘I resolved to know ‘nothing among 
you save Jesus Christ and him crucified’, a principle which they 
seemed largely to have forgotten. 

We must not think that grace is a glossing over of our faults and 
foibles and is the easy way of the Christian life. Grace simply 
accomplishes what we cannot possibly effect of ourselves. In fact 
Paul tells us that grace is the great teacher of godliness (Titus 
2:11). We really need to see what grace has actually effected, at the 
Cross. Then we will not strain ourselves up to accomplish what it 
has already fully effected. 

Firstly it has effected our death. When Paul said, ‘I die daily’ (I 
Corinthians 15:31) he was not saying, ‘I mortify myself daily’. In 
fact Paul was saying, ‘I stand in jeopardy of death every day 
because I preach the Gospel’. This is what he means when he says, 
‘I carry about in my body the dying of the Lord Jesus’ (II 
Corinthians 4: 10). He means he is daily persecuted because he 
holds by that death, and preaches what is offensive to others--the 
scandal of the Cross. He can say in Romans 8:36 ‘We are being 
killed all the day long. We are accounted as sheep for the 
slaughter’. 

No, Paul does not see himself as having to enact the Cross. He 
keeps on saying, ‘I died’, ‘You died’, ‘Our old man was crucified’, 
‘I was crucified to the world’. He means ‘On that Cross he did 
everything. He destroyed the penalty, and so broke the power, of 
your sin’. He means, ‘Don’t crucify yourself, not even a little bit. 
Live daily as men who have died, once for all. Don’t add a thing to 
the Cross, and take nothing from it’. 

Of course grace liberates us, but it also binds us. We put every 
member to death (Colossians 3:5) but only 
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because that member has already been put to death. We give no 
member any power. We have been through the crucible of the 
Cross. We are free. Yes, but only to be the slaves of righteousness. 
‘... you who were once slaves of sin have become obedient from 
the heart to that form of doctrine to which you were committed, 
and having become set free from sin have become slaves of 
righteousness’ (Romans 6:17-18). Such slavery is true freedom. 

Holiness of life then does not become a rigorous exercise in 
asceticism, but a joyous act of obedience. In fact holiness is simply 
a life of willing conformity to the will of God, motivated by the 
love of God, and assisted by the new liberty of grace. 

Grace and Law 

In Galatians, Colossians and Romans Paul is saying that man 
gravitates to law, yes, even justified man. In Galatia some were 
caught up in the fascination of circumcision. It seems to add a 
mysterious something to the Cross. Paul is ashamed of their 
stupidity. He has even to rebuke Peter in this regard (Galatians 
2:11). In Colossians he warns against asceticism--’Touch not. 
Taste not. Handle not’. He could easily be speaking to sections of 
the Christian church today. ‘This kind of thing’, he says, ‘does not 
create holiness. It only develops the cult of will-worship’. 
(Colossians 2:23) He means that man admires his own will when it 
works out its pride through asceticism. Paul has a better method. 
He says, ‘If you, through the Spirit, do put to death the deeds of the 
body, you shall live’. (Romans 8:13). 

In our final chapter we will look at some of the ways in which 
discipleship is dealt with today, the ways in which people view it. 
As we close this chapter let us see that under no circumstances 
must we abstract disciple- 
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ship from the Gospels, and shape it into a methodology. The issues 
are too wide. 

By this we mean that every believer relates to a number of 
categories, or has a number of functions and relationships within 
the Body and Christ and the Gospel. Take for example Acts 11:26. 
It is written, ‘When he (Barnabas) had found him (Saul) he brought 
him to Antioch. For a whole year they met with the church, and 
taught a large company of people; and in Antioch the disciples 
were for the first time called Christians’. What does ‘this mean? 
Why were they called ‘Christians’? 

Some have seen it as a name which was little other than a nick-
name. Some see it as tabbing the people by a name which the 
Gentiles would view as being a surname. It seems improbable that 
the Jews would have given them this honourable title, for it would 
have belittled ‘Messiah’ himself. The Gentiles may have used it as 
a derogatory title seeing they had no regard for ‘Messiah’ as such. 
However the name may have come it was certainly superior to 
being called Nazarenes (‘Can any good thing come out of 
Nazareth?’), and it had the effect of erasing the terms ‘Jew’ and 
‘Gentile’ from amongst them. 

Not only were they called Christians or ‘Christ’s People’ which 
was most significant, but, as we have seen, they were brethren. 
‘Disciple’ and ‘brother’ are not in opposition, one to the other, but 
they are of different functional orders. Likewise the word ‘saint’ 
has another connotation. ‘Believer’ is also a significant word. 
When we add to this the term ‘member’ with its rich Body 
connotation, then we can see that discipleship covers only one 
aspect of being a member of the people of God. 

Certainly it has lost its strong functional place which 
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we meet within the Gospel accounts. We must then have a true 
perspective on the nature, function and place of discipleship so that 
we neither on the one hand minimise its importance, and on the 
other do not exaggerate its place and function within the people of 
God. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

Discipleship for Today —Two 

 

A Problem in Interpretation 

When we do thematic studies we face the problem of 
interpretation. Naturally enough when we pursue a theme we will 
tend to draw in all the material relating to it, without maintaining 
the Biblical context in which it is held and the correct. emphasis 
given to it in the text. It is difficult to evade doing this. For this 
reason we must constantly from time to time modify some of our 
conclusions which can come close to being generalisations or even 
sheer dogmatism. 

When we abstract discipleship from its background we certainly 
can form a method for a life-style. Nor might it be a bad method 
when all things are considered. We still have to judge whether it is 
nevertheless, Biblical. If we say it is only approximately Biblical, 
and hence that it does not matter, then at least we are clear in our 
thinking. If however we have simply methodologised discipleship 
and made it into a lifestyle, we must be careful not to impose it 
upon others. We may invite them to share it with us, but we cannot 
condemn them if they do not. We cannot say, ‘This is the way it 
was, and this is the way it really is’. That would scarcely be true. 

If we added the other components of the achievements of Christ 
through the work of the Cross, and to this the truth of sonship and 
familyhood, and if we were to give rich emphasis to grace then we 
would not need to 
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fear that our life-style was far wrong. If however we make a cult of 
discipleship we may do great damage. 

One of the problems, as we have seen, is that we can form 
discipleship into a form of asceticism. We can talk about being 
‘radical disciples’. Nothing is radical in the Gospel. ‘Radical’ 
simply means ‘at the roots’, ‘concerned with the roots’. In that 
sense the Gospel may be known as radical, but the use of the term 
today has other connotations. It is sometimes used by ‘angry young 
men’, by those who consider anything from the past as effete and 
outmoded. By comparison many claim to be radical disciples. In 
the Scriptures there are only disciples. The term ‘radical’ is simply 
an underlining of what discipleship basically is. That is how the 
term is used. 

What then of ‘radical sonship’, or ‘radical member-hood’, or 
some such term? We hear of ‘radical repentance’. Repentance is 
repentance; period. Discipleship is discipleship; period. Everything 
Christian is radical so that we do not need to add the adjective to it. 

Life-Styles 

The term ‘alternative life-style’ is often used today. It is not a 
bad term if it means, ‘We think your life-style could do with a lot 
of improvement. We do not wish to adopt it. We see a better one, 
in the Bible, and we are about developing that’. If this is not 
Pharisaic in its approach, and is a really honest attempt to be 
obedient to the Biblical pattern as we understand it, then no one 
could object. In fact we should endorse and adopt it. 

If, however, it is that we have turned discipleship into a 
methodology and have applied our principles to life and claim that 
is the way discipleship really is (or, was), then we had better be 
alert to many possible dangers. The facts are that there never was a 
methodologised lifestyle. 
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Take for example our Lord’s advice given in Luke chapters 9 
and 10 to the two sets of disciples who went out to proclaim the 
Kingdom. Is this our life-style for today? Does that constitute its 
blue-print? What about taking one garment and not two, and 
depending on the hospitality of the folk to whom they went? Were 
they not in fact sent, and sent at a particular point of time, in a 
particular place, and in a particular manner? What of Paul writing 
for a cloak he has left somewhere? Should he not have been 
content with what he had? Should Christ have possessed a costly 
seamless robe when a garment of cheaper quality would have done 
the same work? What of Mary wastefully pouring the ointment 
over Jesus? Did Judas have something--however insincere he may 
have been--when he said the poor would have profited? Was not 
Christ callous when he said, ‘The poor you have always with you’? 
Was this not callous fatalism or indifference? 

What of the Christian church at Jerusalem when it sold its 
possessions and divided them and looked after all who had need? 
Was that not a fine life-style, and should they not have followed it 
at the daughter church at Antioch? They did not of course, but in 
fact took up collections for the poor at Jerusalem. Was the church 
at Jerusalem wrong in what it did? Did not all the churches in Asia 
and Europe have to provide for it in its poverty? 

Or, again; should we not reject the work-ethic as a product of 
Protestantism, or of Calvinism which is not Biblical? Does not the 
Sermon on the Mount provide us with a blueprint for a non-work 
ethic, where we really trust God for His provision? What does Paul 
mean when he says, ‘If any man will not work, neither let him 
eat?’ Why does Paul not trust God for his needs? Why does he 
persist in working at tent-making? Could he not have devoted more 
time to’ preaching the Gospel and 
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assisting newly-founded churches? 
Some of these questions are patently foolish. However, they 

also show how easily we can come to conclusions which cannot be 
borne out in the ultimate. If then we come to a world which is 
exploited by selfishness and confused by sin, we certainly have a 
responsibility to ‘do good unto all men, especially those of the 
household of God’, and we must be good stewards of the work 
God has given us within his creation. All we need to avoid is 
taking the place of God Himself! All we need to avoid is creating 
another methodology which takes us one remove from God. In 
such a case we are simply doing what we feel to be God’s work, in 
what we feel to be God’s way. 

Grace, in the Scriptures, makes us continually dependent upon 
God. Abiding keeps us in union with Christ. Suffering is personal 
when it is the fellowship of his sufferings, and in all these we are 
kept close to the operations of the Head of the Church and the 
Spirit of Christ. 

We must not deny that there are principles we can follow. There 
are such. It is right and proper to learn them, and good to put them 
into practice, principles of simplicity, humility, obedience, love 
and fruitfulness. However, their practice should flow from personal 
union with Christ, and in the context of fellowship with the 
members of his Body. Then there will be no danger. 

The Joy of it All 

On what note may we close? The Philippian Epistle has some 
19 mentions of joy or rejoicing. It was a letter written from prison. 
We have seen that the Cross entails suffering and persecution. It 
was about this that Jesus warned would-be disciples. Nevertheless 
the life of the believer is one of joy. He knows his suffering is but 
for a time and is preparing him for a great weight of glory. He 
knows that if he suffers with Christ he will be glorified 
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with him, and so inherit all things. He even knows that such 
suffering is maturing him. Therefore he does not make a great deal 
of it. He faces it as it comes and in some way has joy because of it. 

So with discipleship. Let us not make it a hard and rigorous 
thing. The true disciple sees his life in the context of grace, love 
and forgiveness. There is nothing onerous about it. Paul could say, 
‘You received the word in much affliction with joy inspired by the 
Holy Spirit’. The apostles ‘left the presence of the Council 
(Sanhedrin), rejoicing that they had been counted worthy to suffer 
dishonour for the Name’. (They had just been beaten.) When Paul 
and Barnabas were driven from Antioch in Pisidia we are told 
‘they were filled with joy and the Holy Spirit’. 

We have said enough to show that the true disciple, or son, or 
believer, sees his calling as a matter of joy. He is none the less 
serious about it because he is under grace. He is none the less 
joyful about it because he faces suffering and persecution. What he 
is liberated from is the old grind of attempting works to please 
God. He is free from the deadly weight of a guilty conscience. He 
is emancipated from bondage into freedom. He walks in liberty. 

This grace, liberty and love is the true touchstone and test of all 
genuine discipleship and all full sonship. The new yoke is the true 
yoke. It is easy as also Christ’s burden is light. 

Obedience Through Grace:  
Grimness Through Legalism 

Whence comes this joy which endures suffering and does not 
make much of it? What is the motivation and drive that on the one 
hand does not see the demands of God as heavy, and yet on the 
other hand sees them as important? The answers to these questions 
determine for us whether discipleship is a form of doom, or a de- 

DI S C I P L E S H I P  TO D A Y-2 

 

73

light. We have seen briefly that the motivation of obedience is on 
the one hand a rich responsive love to God’s grace in redeeming 
us. On the other hand there is a ‘fear of the Lord which is the 
beginning of wisdom’. However, that is not a slavish fear. When 
Psalm 130:4 says ‘There is forgiveness with Thee that Thou 
mayest be feared’, it means that we love the Lord for forgiving us, 
yet we have a deep reverence also for Him. We fear to disobey; we 
love to obey. 

II Corinthians 5:14 says ‘The love of Christ controls 
(constrains) me’. This means that love disciplines us. It keeps us 
hedged into God’s purposes. This accords with the promise of the 
New Covenant as seen in Jeremiah 31:31-34 where it speaks of an 
‘internalised law’ **. ‘I will write my law in their hearts, and I will 
put it in their inward parts.’ David had said, ‘Behold, you desire 
truth in the inward being; therefore, teach me wisdom in my secret 
heart’. Deep down God has implanted obedience. But how? 
Jeremiah 31:34 gives the secret--’For I will forgive their sins, and 
their iniquities I will remember no more’. In other words, we are 
motivated to obedience by the love we experience through 
forgiveness. 

This principle is seen similarly in Ezekiel 36:24-28 which is 
another promise of the New Covenant. God says, ‘I will sprinkle 
clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your 
uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you. A new 
heart I will give you, a new spirit I will put within you... I will put 
my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be 
careful to observe my ordinances’. Forgiveness and cleansing, far 
from weakening the will, and dulling sen- 

                                                 
* This concept needs some expansion. In the N.T. God's law is 'the law of Christ', 'the 

Royal law', 'the law of liberty'. Love is the 'fulfilling' or 'fullness' of that law. All the law 
is summed up in 'Thou shall love thy neighbour as thyself'. It is the law in the heart as the 
Holy Spirit makes it real. To follow the Holy Spirit is to walk in love and obedience. He 
internalises the great law of God. 
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sitivity to obedience, in fact renew such sensitivity beyond 
anything legalism can ever inspire. 

Legalism, in fact, does not inspire to obedience. Legalism is a 
set of laws which one must obey in order to feel one is right with 
God and not wrong with law. It gives law a grim visage. Every 
Christian should, from time to time, read the Epistle to the 
Galatians since in this the dangerous principle of legalism or ‘law-
way’ is exposed. Man, in his religious ego and its pride tends 
always to works. Hence any new system of works will have 
immediate appeal to him. Even if the system is a good one, 
legalism can change it into a law-yoke. Unsure of his justification 
man will seek to justify himself before man, God and himself, by 
accomplishing something. This is so different from love-motivated 
obedience as to be an entirely different system. ‘Grace-way’ is a 
dependence upon what God has done in Christ, and a leaning upon 
the power of God to accomplish His will. There is no question of it 
justifying him in any way. He has been justified! Now he can work 
in the sheer wonder of obedience! 

Paul warns us in I Timothy 4:1-4 that in the last days demonic 
influences will turn us against a healthy exercise of the gifts God 
has given us. Marriage and food are two creaturely wonders God 
has put in the world. However, under demonic influence these will 
look wrong, and even evil. Sex will appear as an unclean thing. We 
will have to watch certain foods. We are back again to Colossians 
2:20-23. Paul asks, ‘Why do you submit to regulations, "Do not 
handle, do not taste, do not touch", according to human precepts. 
and doctrines?’ As against such a perverse view of God’s 
beneficent creation, he says, ‘He has given us richly all things to 
enjoy’. (I Timothy 6:17) 

Without doubt our new ecological sensitivity is a 
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good and useful thing. Our understanding of moderate living is 
indispensable. Our new discoveries of the way of relationships can 
bring nothing but good, especially if exercised under grace, All of 
these elements are excellent. If however they are only another form 
of that legalism which is incipient to fallen man, then they can 
even be dangerous. They become a yoke too heavy to bear. They 
are not his yoke which is easy, and his burden which is light, but 
they are the new Pharisaism, dooming man, and taking the delight 
out of his devotion to Christ. 

One Final Consideration 

Jesus’ demands for discipleship were aimed at righting man’s 
relationship with the Father and His Son, and so, ultimately, with 
his fellow-creatures. A principle of relationships is that they are 
always connected with authority. Legalism, whilst appearing to be 
sensitive acceding to law, is generally the opposite. It virtually 
detaches law from the Person of God, and makes it a legal-pattern 
of observance. True law is always connected ‘with authority, in 
fact the personal authority of God. Behind legalism is the most 
brilliant rejection of the Law-giver. This is clear from James 4:11-
21 where the critical person takes the place of the Lawgiver. This 
is also the principle behind Jesus’ injunction not to judge another. 

What we have to watch in our modern culture is that in 
criticising the law patterns of others--especially those deadly 
materialists!--that on the one hand we do not turn out to be 
religious dualists, and on the other hand we do not simply 
rationalise our rebellion against the authorities under which we 
should be, by denigrating them for their way of life, whilst exalting 
ourselves for our alternative life-styles. The questions we should 
ask ourselves--radically!--are, ‘Have I really ever obeyed 
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anyone? How well do I really relate to authority? Am I 
rationalising my own rebellion by trying to set up new patterns? 
Does my. antipathy for the system make me an angry rebel, and am 
I in any sense "Godding it", that is being as God to others?’ 

The more positive questions we should ask are these:-- ‘How 
much do I know God? How much do I love Him? Has that love 
issued in love for all men, even my enemies? Do I love my parents, 
and am I submitted to authority, no matter how deficient it may be 
because I first love and obey God as Father? Does God’s love for 
me, and mine for Him give me thrust and joy in obedience? Do 
Christ’s commands in fact appear not so much commands as 
wonderful directives, joyous opportunities, grand guide-lines for 
rich living and useful service to God and man?’ 

On these answers depends our understanding of true 
discipleship; that is whether discipleship is doom or delight. 
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