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Unmade Disciples: 
The Perils of Reading Matthew 28:16-20 

With Western Eyes 

 

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 

and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you” (Mt 28:19-20).1 

In light of Peter’s struggle with reaching out to Gentiles, there is some question as to how much the 

eleven disciples understood when Jesus said, “make disciples.” 

But do we fully understand?  

Not if the assessments of Evangelical leaders like Francis Chan are accurate. “We’ve created a whole 

brand of churches that do not depend on the Spirit, a whole culture of Christians who are not disciples, a 

new group of ‘followers’ who do not follow.”2 

Gandhi was not unaware of the juxtaposition: "Oh, I don't reject your Christ. I love your Christ. It is just 

that so many of you Christians are so unlike your Christ."3 

Reading the Great Commission,4 while sidestepping its Matthean/middle eastern/first century/Jewish 

Messianic culture/Jesus ministry contexts, virtually guarantees misunderstanding its impact, purpose, 

and application.5 Doing so with any passage is problematic. 

In this case, it’s an error of epic proportions.6 

 
1 “Some have pointed out that Matthew 28:16-20 resembles some Old Testament “commissioning narratives.”” 
Keener, Craig S., The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament, (Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 
2014) 124. 
2 Chan, Francis. Forgotten God: Reversing Our Tragic Neglect of the Holy Spirit. Colorado Springs: David C. Cook. 
2009. Disciples, that is followers of Christ, were first called Christians at Syrian Antioch. Jesus differentiated 
between believers and disciples in John 8:31, 13:35, and 15:8. In each case, actions are the watershed factor, not 
doctrine. Are mere doctrinal believers an acceptable ecclesiastical replacement for obedient disciples? Jesus 
rebuked those who had believed in him (vs 30), and were at the same time ready to kill him (Jn 8:31-56). True 
disciples are those who, not only believe, but abide in his word and produce rivers of living water (vss Jn 7:38, 8:31, 
36).  
3 Spoken to Christian missionary E. Stanley Jones in response to a question about why Gandhi often quoted, but 
did not follow Jesus.  https://mkgandhi.org/africaneedsgandhi/gandhis_message_to_christians.htm  Retrieved 
3/17/21. 
4 Hence forth, referred to as GC. On the origin of the title The Great Commission, see Castleman, Robbie F., The 
Last Word: The Great Commission: Ecclesiology, https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/themelios/article/the-last-
word-the-great-commission-ecclesiology/   
5 Osborne’s introduction to Matthew states the dominant view, which is critical to understanding it, “Matthew 
shows that Jesus is the expected Davidic Messiah, whose pedigree demonstrates his claim. At the same time he 
shows that the lineage of Jesus goes beyond Jewish heritage to embrace the Gentiles as well, thereby preparing for 
his theme of universal mission.” Osborne, Grant R., Arnold, Clinton E. (Ed), Matthew (2010). In Zondervan 
Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan). 57. 
6 “One thing contemporary scholars are agreed upon, is that Matthew 28:18-20 has to be interpreted against the 
background of Matthew’s gospel as a whole and unless we keep this in mind we shall fail to understand it. No 
exegesis of the “Great Commission” divorced from its moorings in this gospel can be valid.” Bosch, D. J. (2011), 
Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission, (Maryknoll: Orbis Books), 58 

https://mkgandhi.org/africaneedsgandhi/gandhis_message_to_christians.htm
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/themelios/article/the-last-word-the-great-commission-ecclesiology/
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/themelios/article/the-last-word-the-great-commission-ecclesiology/
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I will 1) briefly consider contextual issues to better understand the GC, 2) define some terms consistent 

with their use in those contexts, 3) examine Paul’s ministry to see how he understood it,7 and 4) 

consider implications for today.  

This paper is not a “How To” on making disciples, but an attempt to answer the question, “Are we doing 

what Jesus commanded?” 

Through Matthew’s Eyes (and ears) 

To understand the GC as Matthew did, let’s start with overall gospel context. 

One common hermeneutical mistake is isolating verses and passages from other relevant scriptures. 

This would be a significant error in understanding Matthew. Craig Blomberg notes, “Approximately fifty-

five [OT] references prove close enough in wording for commentators typically to label them 

‘quotations,’ compared to about sixty-five for the other three canonical Gospels put together…explicit 

quotations, numerous allusions and echoes of Scripture may be discerned in every part of this 

Gospel…”8 Bosch argued, “It is inadmissible to lift these words out of Matthew’s gospel, as it were, allow 

them a life of their own, and understand them without any reference to the context in which they first 

appeared.”9 The impact of this critical interpretive principle is compounded in gospel studies.10 

Matthew’s narrative must be viewed, not only in light of the Old Testament, but with regard to other 

gospel accounts as well. Mark and Luke were not present, yet their contributions to the GC, while 

distinct from Matthew, are complimentary to all Jesus said before ascending.11  

The chart in Appendix A compiles all relevant accounts related to the GC to create a composite context 

for understanding Matthew’s choice of information to include in his version. “The link between Jesus’ 

own time and the time of Matthew’s community is, in fact, given in the command ‘Make disciples!’ 

(28:19). In other words, the followers of the earthly Jesus have to make others into what they 

themselves are: disciples.”12  All the Gospel accounts13 and Acts contribute information from the GC 

event,14 but only Matthew includes disciple-making details. 

 
7 Observe that while Paul was not present with the eleven during the final earthly days to hear the GC in the same 
manner they had, he did in fact receive similar instructions from the Lord himself (Acts 26:12-29). His response is 
key to understanding contemporary application. Does the instruction to “make disciples” extend to those outside 
of Israelite heritage? It would also be helpful to consider the epistles of James, Peter, and Jude as to what 
constituted early church discipleship, but the brevity of this paper precludes that valuable additional insight.  
8 Blomberg, C., Matthew 2007. In Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament, Beale, G.K., and 
Carson, D.A., (Eds), (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic). 1.  
9 Bosch, 2011, 58. He noted on page 80, “Matthew’s own community is, however, still predominantly (or 
exclusively?) Jewish.” 
10 Equally damaging to removing Mt 28:16-20 from the overall Gospel context, is failing to understand it in original 
cultural context as a first century Jew would read it. Matthew’s rabbinic allusions would be clear to 
contemporaries, and have critical impact in understanding what Matthew recorded, and why he did so. 
11 In addition to Paul’s epistles, Luke’s narrative, particularly Acts, is an essential hermeneutic tool for interpreting 
Paul’s attitude toward, and application of, discipleship principles in a post-Pentecost pagan Gentile context. We 
must add John’s insight as well, to fully appreciate what is and isn’t spelled out by Matthew. 
12 Bosch. 2011. 74. 
13 Primarily the three synoptic Gospels. 
14 This of course sets aside the ongoing contention over the ending of Mark. John also contributes something to 
our understanding of the GC, but not at the very end of his gospel. The germinal form may be found in John’s 
purpose for writing, “but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and 
that by believing you may have life in his name.” (Jn 20:31) 
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Matthew 28:16 identifies the eleven only as disciples, not apostles.15 This may reflect the humility of 

their position under their master, still imperfect, still learning. Matthew understood humility. It had 

probably been driven home to him repeatedly. Even Matthew referred to himself with the culturally 

despised moniker of “the tax collector” when distinguishing the list of disciples (Mt 10:3). D.A. Carson 

notes, “He not only puts himself last in his group but mentions his less-than-savory past. Is this a sign of 

Christian humility?” 16  

Matthew used disciple or the plural more liberally by far than either Mark or Luke, even including Acts. 

The singular and plural forms appear more than 70 times in his gospel, in reference to the disciples of 

Jesus, John the Baptist, and even the Pharisees. Only John used them more frequently, in excess of 75 

times, with John referring to himself as the disciple “whom Jesus loved” (Jn 13:23). He also noted that 

the Pharisees regarded themselves as disciples of Moses (Jn 9:28). This is significant, as evidence that 

both time and space could separate teachers and disciples. Thus, the first century concept of 

discipleship did not require close proximity to be valid.17   

The former publican likely endured much shaming by the Jewish community. Discipling Gentiles globally 

would be a stunning command, anticipating reaction from followers of Shammai’s hardline Pharisaic 

perspective.18 Critically, one viewed as a national traitor would have understood the cost, impact of, and 

need for, personal discipleship. Following Jesus may have cost him more than any of the others. He 

probably never got over the fact that Jesus called him, of all people, to be a disciple. 

The Kingdom Connection  

In addition to “disciples,” the chart reveals a frequently repeated word in all the gospel accounts, 

“kingdom”, especially in Matthew as “the kingdom of heaven.” Osborne notes: ““Kingdom” means 

simply “God reigns,” and the purpose of the church today is to allow God to reign in every aspect of its 

life – its mission, its community, its ethics.”  19 Matthew presented Jesus as kingdom covenant promise 

fulfillment. Such emphasis would likely lead to producing disciples who understood and embraced 

Messianic overtones. This could be inseparable from his concept of discipleship, especially given Jesus’ 

response to the later question about restoring Israel’s earthly kingdom.20  

 
15 This seems odd, since “apostle” refers to one sent with a message on behalf of another. 
16 Carson, Matthew (1984). In The Expositors Bible Commentary, Gabelein, Frank E. (Ed.). (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan) 237. It may well be intended for the benefit of Matthew’s Jewish readers, that his humility is powerful 
encouragement indicating anyone could become a disciple of Christ. 
17 Mark uses only the plural form more than 40 times, and Luke applies both on 37 occasions in his gospel, and 28 
verses in Acts. Acts is significant for understanding Paul’s ministry. Luke consistently uses “disciples” as a 
descriptor of those who followed the teaching of both Paul and Barnabas. 
18 The two general schools of Jewish rabbinic thought during the time of Jesus were those of the teachers Hillel and 
Shammai. While Torah made provision for Gentile conversion to Judaism, Shammai considered it a waste of time 
and essentially discouraged it, while Hillel approved and practiced it. Gamaliel, Saul’s teacher, followed Hillel. 
19 Matthew has thirty references to “kingdom of heaven”, and “kingdom of God” four times. The other Gospels 
exclusively use “kingdom of God.” Paul refers to “kingdom of God” eight times. Eph 5:5 equates kingdom of God 
and kingdom of Christ. Osborne notes: “”Kingdom” means simply “God reigns,” and the purpose of the church 
today is to allow God to reign in every aspect of its life – its mission, its community, its ethics.” Osborne. Matthew. 
2010. 69.  
20 The response of Jesus in Acts 1:7 “not for you to know” is crucial in understanding “the kingdom” implications 
for Israel. It was not a case of either an earthly kingdom, or a spiritual one. It is both. The latter is imperative for 
the former to endure. He was not in any sense negating a future restored earthly kingdom for Israel. The Jews saw 
the earthly kingdom in terms of controlling power and freedom. Jesus responded that the earthly kingdom was yet 
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His emphasis on “heaven and earth” is a crescendo in Mt 28:18 very often missed in western reading of 

the passage.  Essentially, Matthew presented the kingdom of heaven as the gospel of the kingdom. In 

the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus revealed the connecting link in Mt 5:34 – “heaven…is the throne of 

God.”21 Matthew heard him say it, and minutes later made the government connection between heaven 

and earth when Jesus taught them to pray, “thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”22  

It is a mystery then that, “Scholars have not recognized that the heaven and earth theme so prominent 

in Matthew…provides strong evidence for an intentional Genesis connection throughout Matthew.”23 

With the phrase, Matthew draws heavily on the tie to Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning, God created the 

heavens and the earth.” Even more, he echoes the Genesis scene of man in God’s image, breathed to 

life, given dominion, and told to fill the earth with others in God’s likeness.24 “[Warren] Carter suggests 

that Matthew intentionally alludes to Genesis to call to mind ‘the story of God’s creative and sovereign 

purposes for the whole world as the initial context for hearing the story of Jesus.” The hard-to-miss 

parallel is Jesus, raised from death, given all dominion authority, commanding his disciples to reproduce 

disciples all over the world intended to be like Jesus as the image of God.25  

Another aspect of the GC often lost to western eyes, is how Matthew ended his Gospel. Typically, 

“Behold, I am with you to the end of the age” is taken to be a comfort to the disciples in the face of his 

bodily departure from the earth as they begin their ministry. While there may be an element of accuracy 

to that assumption, there is something much more subtle, yet profound behind it. 

Matthew had begun his presentation of Jesus at 1:23 by quoting Isaiah 7:14, and adding an explanatory 

note: ““Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel” (which 

means, God with us). What often seems to escape a western reader, is Jesus’ emphatic declaration in 

“Behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” Carson observes, “He who is introduced to us in 

the prologue as Immanuel, ‘God with us’ (1:23; cf. also 18:20), is still God with us, “to the very end of the 

age.”26  

  

 
future, “But” (Gk: αλλα) they would shortly receive kingdom power when the Holy Spirit brought the kingdom of 
heaven to their own lives. In other words, God had to reign “in them” before he could reign “through them.” 
21 Jesus taught, “Do not take an oath at all, either by heaven, for it is the throne of God,” (Mt 5:34) “heaven…is the 
throne of God” is metonymy. The kingdom of heaven gospel is about the rule of God over the children of Abraham. 
Israel had rejected God’s kingship when demanding a human king in order to be like the pagan nations around 
them (1Sam 8).  Jesus was announcing, not merely the restoration of the Davidic kingdom, but something far 
greater, the restoration of God’s rule over Israel, necessary to enjoy and live in the land.” 
22 “Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.” (Mt 6:10) The two terms coappear 31 times 
in his Gospel narrative, almost exclusively as “kingdom of heaven.” Pennington considers the book of Daniel to be 
the source of this unique NT phrase for Matthew. Pennington, Jonathan T., Heaven and Earth in the Gospel of 
Matthew, (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 285ff. 
23 Ibid., 211. 
24 Carter, W., Matthew and the Gentiles: Individual Conversion and/or Systemic Transformation, JSNT 26.3 (2004), 
quoted in Heaven and Earth, 262. The image of piercing of Adam’s side while asleep to create Eve is evoked by the 
piercing of the side of Jesus in the sleep of death during the crucifixion as he purchased Israel and the Church. 
25 “[Matthew] uses the familiar and foundational language of heaven and earth found in Genesis 1:1 and beyond to 
connect his own Gospel with the larger narrative of Genesis, thereby proclaiming that Jesus is the One in whom 
God’s foundational purposes are consummated.” Pennington. Heaven and Earth. 216 
26 Carson, Matthew, 1984. 599. Further, he notes, “The English adverb ‘always’ renders an expression found in the 
NT only here—viz., pasas tēs hērmeras, strictly “the whole of every day’ (Moule, Idiom Book, p. 34) cited on p. 599. 
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The Gospel of the Gospel Accounts 

While Matthew focused on discipleship, Mark made proclamation of the gospel the emphasis of the GC. 

The chart of Appendix A makes it apparent that the gospel preached in the Gospel accounts, was the 

kingdom gospel. That is, the good news declared by the Savior and his disciples, focused on God’s rule 

on earth, “just as it is in heaven.” Additionally, the gospel of the kingdom is that which is preached to 

the ends of the earth (Mt 24:14; Ac 1:8). 

What then of the gospel message Paul outlined in 1Cor 15:1-4, focusing singularly on the death, burial, 

and resurrection of Christ? Paul’s presentation cannot be regarded as “another gospel” theologically and 

eschatologically.27 He was emphatic that there was not more than one legitimate gospel: “But even if we 

or an angel from heaven should preach to you a gospel contrary to the one we preached to you, let him 

be accursed” (Gal 1:8). The Greek word translated “contrary” is para (lit. beside, or along side), in the 

sense that it is not the original, no matter how much it may look like the original. But it gains the sense 

of contrast from verses 6-7. Douglas Moo states, “The difference in vv. 6 and 7 is not ‘different in kind’ 

versus ‘another of the same kind,’ but ‘a gospel in contrast to the true gospel’ or a ‘competing gospel’ 

versus simply ‘another.’”28 This bears on how the Church perceives external missions and internal 

ministry. 

The difference might appear small, but the impact be great. Care must be taken in examining what 

purports to be the true gospel. To this end, Appendix B compares the gospel as proclaimed by Jesus and 

the disciples prior to the crucifixion, with the gospel proclaimed after Pentecost by Paul. His limited 

presentation of merely the facts of the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ (1Cor 15:3-4), is selected 

as a basis to argue for the validity of bodily resurrection of believers. Paul makes the case for this in the 

remainder of the chapter. The embedded chart in the appendix compares both contexts, and reveals no 

appreciable difference in gospel presentation before and after.  

In short, my conclusion here is that Paul’s Corinthian synopsis is part of the kingdom gospel.  

One final chart observation. The primary ministry of the Holy Spirt in this age is discipleship, sent by the 

Father at Jesus request for this very purpose.29 It was so important, they were “ordered” not to leave 

 
27 Paul’s gospel presentation included more than the details of 1Cor 15:3-4. (See Rom 1:1, 2:16; 2Tim 2:8)  
28 Moo, D. J., Yarbrough, R., Stein, R.. Galatians in Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament. (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Publishing Group, 2013) 87. 
29 The gift of the Holy Spirit, which was an essential part of gospel presentation, whether by Jesus (Jn 3), Peter 
(Acts 2:38; 5:32), or Paul (2Th 2:13; Tit 3:5), effectively defuses the Lordship Salvation controversy. The promise of 
the Spirit, and his purpose, is inextricably part of a new covenant relationship: “I will give you a new heart, and a 
new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh.  
And I will put my Spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my rules.” (Eze 
36:26-27 emphasis added) If, following the errant line of logic, lordship has no place in sharing the gospel, the gift 
of the Holy Spirit also has no place.  It is not salvation by lordship. It is salvation to lordship. Discipleship is about 
learning to discern, obey, and facilitate the ministry of the Holy Spirit in redeeming and sanctifying the lost to the 
ends of the earth, and the age. Cf. Gentry and Wellum, Kingdom through Covenant, 2012, ppg 648-9. On Eze 36:26-
28 see Delitzsch, F., Keil, C. F. (1978). Commentary on the Old Testament. United States: W.B. Eerdmans. Vol 9., 
also Block, Daniel. I. (1998). The Book of Ezekiel, Chapters 25–48. United States: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company. Chapter III.A.3. Restoration of Yahweh’s Honor. Ppg 350-6, where he says, “But God has been struggling 
with the problem for centuries. The present solution is more radical even than the circumcision of the heart 
prescribed by Deut. 30:6-8. The only answer is the removal of the petrified organ and its replacement with a warm, 
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Jerusalem before being clothed with power from on high (Acts 1:4). This role in discipleship is validated 

by the frequency of the word “promise(d)” in conjunction with the coming of the Spirit, referring to the 

OT prophecies. Those prophecies targeted the need of new life. The Spirit indwells, gives life, power, 

purpose, gifts, brings conviction, confirms sound doctrine, and reminds the disciples of the things Jesus 

taught.30 The Spirit speaks, in Jesus’ name and authority, to build a healthy mature Church (Eph 4:1-6).  

Failure to make disciples is to grieve and quench the Spirit in frustration of that ministry. 

Baptizing and Teaching 

The cultural significance of Matthew’s Great Commission structure, may be hidden to western eyes, but 

would not have been lost to first century Jews, rabbis in particular. Jewish religious context reveals that 

what isn’t said31 is Jesus appears to echo common rabbinic protocols.32 

Before acceptance for proselyte baptism33 a rabbi expected repentance from sinful practices, with an 

awareness of what constituted sin.34 Biblical repentance is a change of mind which changes actions.35 

 
sensitive, and responsive heart of flesh (basar). Concomitant with the heart transplant, Yahweh will infuse his 
people with a new spirit, his Spirit.”  
30 Richard Longenecker observes: “Luke’s stress on the importance of the Spirit in the ministry of Jesus and in the 
mission of the church can readily (though somewhat mechanically) be seen by noting the comparative frequency 
of πνεῦμα in the Gospels and Acts: nineteen times in Matthew, twenty-three in Mark, thirty-six times in Luke, 
twenty-four times in John, and seventy times in Acts – though, admittedly, a few of these occurrences refer to the 
human spirit (e.g., Acts 17:16) or even unclean spirits (e.g., Luke 4:33; 6:18). Longenecker. R., Acts, Expositors Bible 
Commentary, Frank E. Gaebelein (Ed), (Grand Rapids: Zondervan) 1981. Note 8, Pg 257. Notice “the Holy Spirit 
said, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them.” (Acts 13:2 emphasis added) 
The centrality of the Holy Spirit in making disciples for Jesus is absolute. 
31 A dominant theme in their book, Misreading Scripture With Western Eyes, Richards and O’Brien build a 
substantial case for the position that much hermeutical error is a consequence of ignorance of what isn’t said in 
cultural context. Richards, Randolph E., and O’Brien, Brandon J.. Misreading Scripture With Western Eyes: 
Removing Cultural Blinders to Better Understand the Bible. (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2012) 
32 This triune formula has a striking rabbinic parallel to “three witnesses” in proselyte conversion to Judaism: “In 
order to be recognized as one of these ["proselyte of the gate" ("ger ha-sha'ar,")] the neophyte had publicly to 
assume, before three ‘ḥaberim,’ or men of authority, the solemn obligation not to worship idols, an obligation 
which involved the recognition of the seven Noachian injunctions as binding ('Ab. Zarah 64b; "Yad," Issure Biah, 
xiv. 7). Jacobs, Joseph, and Hirsch, Emil G., Jewish Encyclopedia: The unedited full-text of the 1906 Jewish 
Encyclopedia. https://jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/12391-proselyte Retrieved on 3/22/21 
33 Or mikveh in Judaism. In his commentary on Ezekiel 36:25, Block remarks in footnote 87, “Some see in this text a 
connection with later proselyte baptism at Qumran and Christian baptism.” Block. Ezekiel. Vol 2. 354. 
34 Observe the practice of John the Baptist, and his interaction with those who came to be baptized, and those who 
resisted, as did the Pharisees and Sadducees. Cf. Mt 3:1-12; Lk 3:1-18. Note that John’s ministry was such that 
“with many other exhortations he preached good news to the people.” (Lk 3:18)  
35 John the baptizer, and others including Paul state this categorically. Jesus asked, “Why do you call me ‘Lord, 
Lord,’ and not do what I tell you” (Lk 6:46). 
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Without a change of conduct, the mental aspect of repentance was considered insincere, and therefore 

a lie.36 Baptism required the presence of three “learned men”, called haberim to be considered valid.37 

Rabbis taught that proselytes entering the faith community through baptism, in fact wash away past sin 

through “living waters” of purification. To do so in their eyes required following exacting compliance 

details. Efficacious baptism required being baptized in God’s name, reflected in Acts 28:19. This same 

pattern is seen in Paul’s conversion (Acts 22:16).38 Lost is the cultural connection to the first half of verse 

20, “teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you…” Again, Jesus seemingly applied a 

rabbinic requirement, that of Torah observance, to observance of his own commandments.  

The proselyte agreed to obey all commandments, whether spelled out in written Torah, or taught orally 

by rabbinical authority.39 Rabbis referred to this as “taking the yoke of the commandments.”40 Peter 

reacted to demands of Gentile compliance with Mosaic requirements, “Now, therefore, why are you 

putting God to the test by placing a yoke on the neck of the disciples that neither our fathers nor we 

have been able to bear” (Acts 15:10).  

Contra western interpretation, the yoke Jesus spoke of is not about pulling a plow of service with Jesus. 

Following protocol, Jesus offered his “easy yoke” to disciples (Mt 11:28-29), still expecting future 

followers to “observe everything I have commanded you.” Taking the yoke of Christ is to become his 

disciple. Baptism into Christ enables the resurrection life Paul wrote of in Romans 6:1-14.  

  

 
36 This may be the unwritten idea behind Peter’s reaction to Ananias and Saphira’s insincerity, “You have not lied 
to men but to God.” Spurgeon wrote: “If the man does not live differently from what he did before, both at home 
and abroad, this repentance needs to be repented of, and his conversion is a fiction.” Spurgeon, C.H., The Soul 
Winner, (Pasadena: Pilgrim, 1978). 32-33. Cited by John MacArthur, The Gospel According to Jesus: What is 
Authentic Faith?, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008). 266. 
37 Jacobs and Hirsch. Jewish Encyclopedia. https://jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/12391-proselyte Retrieved on 
3/22/21 Is “in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit” an allusion to this requirement? 
38  “And now why do you wait? Rise and be baptized and wash away your sins, calling on his name.” (Acts 22:16)  
39 James reflected this rabbinical teaching when he wrote, “For whoever keeps the whole law but fails in one point 

has become accountable for all of it.” (Ja 2:10) “Jose ben Judah insists that any candidate [for conversion] should 

be rejected unless he binds himself to observe not only every tittle of the Torah but all the precepts of the scribes, 

even to the least of them (Tosef., Dem. ii. 5; Sifra 91a, to Lev. xix. 34). Jacobs and Hirsh. Jewish Encyclopedia. 1906. 

https://jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/12391-proselyte Retrieved on 3/22/21  E.P. Sanders stated: “It was not a 

systematic belief that a single transgression always implies denial of God, although it could do so…Whether wilful 

(sic) transgression be taken as proof that God has already been denied or as the first step in a stage leading to 

denial, it is clear that the two are closely intertwined. Denial of the obligation to obey commandments given by 

God implies, as its cause or result, denial of God himself.” Paul and Palestinian Judaism. (Philadelphia: Fortress 

Press, 1977) 136. 
40 Peter Gentry and Stephen Wellum view baptism as the entry point to the NT faith community, as circumcision 
was for OT Jews under the Mosaic system, “a new rite for the new covenant people of God; it is not a replacement 
for circumcision.”  Kingdom through Covenant, (Wheaton: Crossway, 2012) 702. 

https://jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/12391-proselyte%20Retrieved%20on%203/22/21
https://jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/12391-proselyte%20Retrieved%20on%203/22/21
https://jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/12391-proselyte%20Retrieved%20on%203/22/21
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Pauline Discipleship (a summary of Appendix C) 

Did Paul make disciples of Gentile converts? Luke’s account in Acts makes it clear he did, connecting 

Paul with disciples 17 times. Matthew’s account of the Gospel, and the preaching of Jesus are anchored 

firmly in a context of Jewish discipleship.41 Why then did Paul, a Jew’s Jew by his own words, avoid using 

mathetes/mathetas in his epistles?42 There could be several factors involved, but a primary component 

would likely be the prohibition Jesus placed on his own disciples from allowing their disciples to refer to 

them as rabbis, and they were to regard each other as brothers (adelphos) as seen in Mt 23:8.43 

Plausibly then, Paul succinctly illustrated discipleship in personal ministry using adelphos instead of 

mathetas, “Brothers, join in imitating me, and keep your eyes on those who walk according to the 

example you have in us” (Phil 3:17).  

Paul consistently described discipleship practice, of Jews and Greeks, in both general and pastoral 

epistles, congruent with the Gospel accounts.44 In short, Paul did the same thing Jesus did. Making the 

sanctifying process of discipleship optional to saving faith is to completely misunderstand Paul, and 

undermines his ministry imperative in the gospel of Christ. As he wrote to the Ephesians, “that is not the 

way you learned Christ” (Eph 4:20). It is interesting that Paul left open the possibility there were 

believers at Ephesus who may have gotten incomplete or erroneous foundational information about 

Christ (4:21). He then removed any doubt about the lifestyle expectations for those who place saving 

faith in Christ and his finished work. 

Before moving on, in most of Paul’s letters, the appellation “the Lord Jesus Christ” or “Jesus Christ our 

Lord” appears 66 times identifying the Savior. Lord (Gk: kurios) normally is taken to mean “master” in 

most usage,45 and Christ is the transliteration of Christos, the Greek equivalent of Messiah, whom the 

Jews expected to reign as king of Israel. Jesus is a form of Jehoshua, generally understood as “Jehovah 

saves.” The combination of the three fully qualifies Him to require obedience of his followers. 

  

 
41 Most scholars interpret Matthew’s Gospel as targeting a Jewish audience. Osborne refers to Matthew as a 
“Jewish gospel.” Osborne. Matthew. (2010). 68. This does not make it solely relevant to Jewish believers. 
42 He is only recorded once using the term mathetas, doing so privately in Acts 20:30. Note that Paul is not the only 
one who avoids use of the Greek term for disciple. After the book of Acts, not a single NT author uses the technical 
term. Yet all of them teach in discipling modes as Jesus did, and use adelphos when referring to disciples. 
43 See Appendix C for further elaboration on this point. The prohibition was a significant departure from rabbinic 
practice, perhaps signaling a new paradigm of discipling by the power and instruction of the Holy Spirit (Jn 16:13).  
44 Numerous times he exhorted his own disciples, Timothy and Titus, to emulate himself, and be models for those 
under their leadership to imitate. (1Tim 4:12, 15-16; Tit 2:7-8; 3:14) 
45 MacArthur observed that Charles Ryrie, disputing the Lordship Salvation controversy, claimed that Lord was a 
designation of deity, rather than master. MacArthur’s response is “What kind of god would He be if He were not 
sovereign?” MacArthur, The Gospel According to Jesus. 2008. 230-31. 
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What is Discipleship? 

I have left mathetes, “disciple”, undefined until now, along with discipleship parameters.46 Jesus 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” (Mt 10:24-25). Luke brings even more clarity when he 

writes, “everyone when he is fully trained will be like his teacher” (Lk 6:40).  

It is more than merely teaching doctrine, more than raising a hand, walking an aisle, praying a prayer, 

joining a church, or even believer baptism. It is lifestyle training by personal godly example, intensely 

personal, anticipating disciple emulation of Jesus. Bosch asserts: 

“For Matthew, then, being a disciple means living out the teachings of Jesus. It is unthinkable to 

divorce the Christian life of love and justice from being a disciple. Discipleship involves a commitment 

to God’s reign, to justice and love, and to obedience to the entire will of God. Mission is not narrowed 

down to an activity of making individuals new creatures, of providing them with “blessed assurance” 

so that, come what may, they will be eternally saved.”47  

This is the discipleship model practiced by Jesus and every apostle we have record of, including Paul.48 

Are we doing what Jesus commanded? 

One of the most revered apologists of all time was just exposed as a systematic sexual predator, who 

reportedly led one of his victims in prayer to “thank God for this opportunity” after raping her.49 A 

member of Crabapple First Baptist Church shot and killed 8 of 9 victims as a means to deal with his 

sexual addiction.50 The SBC recently received a self-commissioned report on the deep-seated roots of 

racism by their founders, roots that may still be bearing fruit.51 Almost monthly, if not weekly, new 

scandals rock the headlines with the names of those who claim to be Christians, yet careen through the 

guardrails on paths of not only self-destruction, but that of organizations and congregations as well.52  

  

 
46 Carson defines both terms: “Disciples are those who hear, understand, and obey Jesus’ teaching (12:46-50)…it is 
binding on all Jesus’ disciples to make others who themselves are – disciples of Jesus Christ.” Carson, D.A., (1984) 
Matthew in Expositors Bible Commentary, Gaebelein, F.E. (ed), (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1984) Vol 8. 596. 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “Discipleship means adherence to Jesus Christ alone, and immediately.” The Cost of 
Discipleship, (United Kingdom: Touchstone. 1995). 121. 
47 Bosch. 2011. 81. 
48 Because of the nature of Paul’s ministry calling, he did some teaching via letters, giving us most of the NT. 
49 https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2021/february/ravi-zacharias-rzim-investigation-sexual-abuse-sexting-
rape.html?utm_medium=widgetemail 
50 https://time.com/5948362/atlanta-shootings-sex-addiction/ 
51 https://www.christianpost.com/news/full-lament-southern-baptist-seminary-releases-report-on-its-history-of-
slavery-racism.html 
52 https://www.vox.com/2020/8/25/21399954/jerry-falwell-jr-resigns-scandal-liberty  updated on 8/25/20, 
retrieved 3/20/21. 

https://www.vox.com/2020/8/25/21399954/jerry-falwell-jr-resigns-scandal-liberty
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What Happened? 

Hindrance to this clarion call has had both internal and external sources of resistance.53 In his Systematic 

Theology, Chafer wrote, “Gospel preaching should account for no less than 75 percent of the pulpit 

testimony. The remainder may be used for the edification of those who are saved.” In far too many 

churches, this would effectively make biblical discipleship impossible to happen in the church service 

paradigm. 54 Even statements by universally known and revered church leaders,55 while perhaps well-

intentioned like Peter was,56 have helped strip the imperative force of “make disciples.”  

In early centuries of Church existence, a sacramental system gradually supplanted lifestyles shaped 

through personal discipleship empowered by the Holy Spirit. David Bosch identified the 20th century 

with gradual change of how the Church viewed fulfillment of the GC.57 That era saw the rise of 

Dispensationalism as a hermeneutical paradigm, with the Gospel accounts assigned to the dispensation 

of the Law, effectively making them far less relevant to the Church.  

After seven years of studying and preaching the Gospel of Matthew, John MacArthur came to the 

unsettling conclusion that modern presentations of the gospel which left out the call to the lordship of 

Christ, were seriously in error. Several years later he consequently wrote The Gospel According to Jesus. 

Pushback from within Evangelicalism was swift and strong in the ensuing Lordship Salvation 

controversy.58 Course correction will require removing hermeneutical planks from our eyes if we are to 

help the unsaved get the specks out of theirs.  

A few decades ago, only parachurch organizations actively promoted discipleship.59 But a new 

generation of pastors appears to recognize the wisdom of God in the Great Commission.60 In light of SBC 

President J.D. Greear referring to denominational members as “Great Commission Baptists”,61 we need 

 
53 “What is new about our era, it seems to me, is that the Christian mission—at least as it has traditionally been 
interpreted and performed—is under attack not only from without but also from within its own ranks.” Bosch, 
Transforming Mission, 2011. 2.  
54 Chafer, Lewis Sperry. Systematic Theology, (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications) 1947. Vol 3:9.  
55 In what was probably a misunderstood comment, Martin Luther wrote, “Love God and sin boldly.” 
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/did-luther-really-tell-us-to-love-god-and-sin-boldly/ Unfortunately for 
the Church, some really do take this as an excuse to sin without a guilty conscience. See 
http://jpserrano.com/2011/11/16/sin-boldly-did-luther-really-mean-it-the-way-we-use-it-today/ See also, 
https://countingmyblessings.com/you-are-free-to-sin-boldly/  
56 Peter failed to understand the divine mandate to deny self, the same path his Savior was walking, even as Jesus 
proclaimed to them beforehand. (Cf. Mt 16:23-24; Mk 8:33-34; Lk 9:21-14; Jn 12:23-26) 
57 Bosch made the claim, “traditional interpretation of mission was gradually modified in the course of the 
twentieth century.” Bosch. 2011. 2.  While there were without doubt, many contributing factors in reshaping 
missions, in my opinion, one such influence was from dispensationalism. Bosch lists more of those factors on pp. 3-
4 of his introduction. 
58 MacArthur. 2008. 9-11. 
59 When I wrote my senior paper on biblical discipleship at Grand Rapids School of the Bible and Music in 1987, the 
only books available promoting discipleship, were basically those put out by parachurch organizations like The 
Navigators. In the 45 years of the school’s existence, not a single student had ever written a paper on biblical 
discipleship. To my knowledge, that was still the case when the school closed six years later. No class ever 
promoted discipleship. My own pastor, also a GRSBM graduate, refused my request to be discipled by him. 
60 Pastor J.T. English has written Deep Discipleship as a contemporary explanation and guide for church adaptation 
of discipleship in the church paradigm. (Nashville: B&H Publishing) 2020. 
61 https://jdgreear.com/open-response-statement-justice-repentance-sbc/  posted 12/18/20, retrieved 4/8/21. 

https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/did-luther-really-tell-us-to-love-god-and-sin-boldly/
http://jpserrano.com/2011/11/16/sin-boldly-did-luther-really-mean-it-the-way-we-use-it-today/
https://countingmyblessings.com/you-are-free-to-sin-boldly/
https://jdgreear.com/open-response-statement-justice-repentance-sbc/
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to ask; Do we know what Jesus meant on that mountain? Are we making disciples who deny self and 

emulate Jesus, or are Chan and Gandhi right?  

Are we just adding believers, unmade disciples, capable of anything, except looking like Jesus?   
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Appendix A 

Composite Great Commission  
 

This chart compiles passages relevant to understanding “the Gospel of the Gospel accounts”, that is, the 

Gospel as Jesus preached it, and the recorded sayings of the Savior to his disciples just prior to his 

ascension, concerning the Great Commission (GC). 

 

Mt 28:19-20 Mk 16:15-17 Lk 24:44-49 Jn 20:19-23, 26-31 Acts 1:1-11 
Gospel of the 
kingdom of 
heaven/God 
(Mt 4:23; 9:35; cf. 
24:14) 

Gospel of the  
kingdom of God 
(Mk 1:14-15) 

Good news of the 
kingdom of God, 
(4:43; 8:1; 9:1; 16:16) 
liberty to captives, 
sight to blind, 
freedom from 
oppression (Isa 61 on 
the kingdom gospel.) 

Twice mentions 
kingdom of God.  
(Jn 3:3, 5) 
 
“my kingdom” 3X in 
Jn 18:36 
 
Words “Gospel” or 
“Good News” do not 
appear in John.  

Kingdom of God  
(1:3) 

  Death, burial, 
resurrection of Christ 
(24:46) (cf. Acts 
26:22-23) 

Peace be with you 
twice (20:19, 21) 

Restoration of 
kingdom to Israel not 
revealed but kept 
secret (1:7) 

Go therefore and 
make disciples 
(28:19) 

Go into all the 
world and proclaim 
the gospel (16:15) 

Proclaim repentance 
and forgiveness in 
Jesus’ name (24:47) 
(cf. Acts 26:20) 

Grant or withhold 
forgiveness for sins 
(20:21 

You will be my 
witnesses (1:8) 

Of all nations (28:19) To whole creation 
(16:15) 

To all nations 
beginning from 
Jerusalem (24:47) 

Only mentions 
sending (20:21)  

Jerusalem, Judea, 
Samaria, to the end of 
the earth (1:8) 

Baptize them in the 
name of Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit, 
(28:19) 
 
Teach them to 
observe all Jesus 
taught his disciples 
(28:20) 

Baptized believers 
will be saved 
(16:16) 
 
and display signs 
(16:17, 20) 

Wait for promise of 
the Holy Spirit to be 
clothed with power 
from on high (24:48) 

Breathed on them 
and said “Receive the 
Holy Spirit” (20:22) 

Baptism of Holy Spirit, 
wait in city to receive 
power (1:8) 

 

The chart highlights the following: 

1. The Gospel of Jesus is the Gospel of the Kingdom of heaven/God (rule of God), stressed as 

the former in Matthew, and the latter by the other accounts of the Gospel. 

2. Matthew’s emphasis in the GC was disciple-making. Mark’s was preaching the Gospel. 

3. Disciple-making includes baptism and teaching everything Jesus taught his own disciples. 

4. Emphasis is on reaching all nations on earth, Jewish and Gentile, with the Gospel Jesus 

taught. This includes the death, burial, and resurrection of Christ. 

5. Repentance and forgiveness are to be central to the proclamation. 

6. The Holy Spirit is key to the GC as validation that it is genuine and God sanctioned, 

empowering witness, enabling ministry, directing focus, and uniting the Body of Christ.  
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Appendix B 

Paul’s Gospel Presentation 
 

Mark records the effective GC command as “proclaim the gospel” contra Matthew. But which gospel 

context? Is he referring to the version of Jesus, Peter, or Paul? Jesus preached “the gospel of the 

Kingdom of Heaven/God” as seen in Mt 4:23; 9:35; 24:14; Mk 1:15. Peter (“Lord and Christ”- Acts 2:22-

36; 3:14-26; 10:34-43; 15:7) Paul (Acts 26:12-29; Rom 6-7; 1Cor 15:1-4). Matthew wrote of both the 

kingdom of heaven, and kingdom of God. Mark, Luke, and John all agree with Matthew on the kingdom 

aspect. 

Some ultra-Dispensationalists regard the gospel Paul taught as distinct from the gospel of the 

kingdom:62 

“Now I would remind you, brothers, of the gospel I preached to you, which you received, in which you 

stand, and by which you are being saved, if you hold fast to the word I preached to you—unless you 

believed in vain” (1Cor 15:1-2). 

But there is no such distinction for the apostle. Paul highlighted abbreviated relevant facts of his gospel 

presentation in 1Cor 15:3-4. But that relevancy is found in the context of the verses which complete the 

chapter. He did this, not implying that this was all he shared when he declared the gospel, but to set up 

his defense of a thorough understanding of resurrection delineated in the next 54 verses of chapter 15. 

His point, is that the centerpiece of the gospel is the Savior’s resurrection from the dead. This was the 

bedrock for the rest of his preaching on consequent resurrection of the bodies of believers. It also 

provides a formidable platform for requiring righteous “resurrection” living, in view of the unacceptable 

behavior of many Corinthian Christians (1Cor 15:32-33; cf. Rom 6:1-14). 

Paul clearly stated the purpose of his letter of correction, 1 Corinthians, was meant to draw them closer 

to him as a family, and provoke their imitation of Paul. Lest there be any misunderstanding, he sent 

Timothy to remind them of how Paul lived as a Christian, and that he taught the same way in every 

church, by example (1Cor 4:14-17).   

Paul defined what a correct understanding of Jesus as the Christ in the gospel involved: 

“Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the futility of 

their minds. They are darkened in their understanding, alienated from the life of God because of the 

ignorance that is in them, due to their hardness of heart.  They have become callous and have given 

themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every kind of impurity. But that is not the way you 

learned Christ! —  assuming that you have heard about him and were taught in him, as the truth is in 

Jesus, to put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner of life and is corrupt through 

deceitful desires, and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and to put on the new self, created after 

the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness” (Eph 4:17-24, emphasis added). 

 
62 See https://www.blueletterbible.org/study/larkin/dt/13.cfm  under Sermon on the Mount. There is an example 
of how dispensationalism is used to strip the force of the command to “teaching them to observe everything I have 
commanded you” (Mt 28:20). There the author claims much of the Sermon on the Mount is only for another future 
dispensation. 

https://www.blueletterbible.org/study/larkin/dt/13.cfm
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This clearly delineates his discipleship paradigm for all Christian conversion right from the start. 

Paul’s preaching of the gospel varied based on the context of the setting. Luke does not record identical 

wording of the gospel for all of Paul’s presentations. That does not necessarily imply that Paul left 

important aspects out from time to time, but only that Luke recorded those most relevant to his story. 

The following comparison chart of verse sampling of gospel presentations by John the baptizer, Jesus, 

Peter, and all disciples, to that of the apostle Paul reveals no distinctions between them: 

 

Gospel of John the baptizer, Jesus, all disciples Apostle Paul’s Gospel 

“Gospel of the Kingdom” Mt 4:23; 9:35; 24:14; 
Mk 1:14-15 

“Gospel of grace/kingdom” Ac 14:21-22; 20:24-25 

“Good news (gospel) of kingdom of God” Ac 8:12 “Kingdom of God” Ac 14:22; 28:23, 31; Ro 14:17; 
1Co 4:20; 6:10; 15:10; Gal 5:21 

“Gospel of Jesus Christ” Mk 1:1 “Gospel of Christ” Ro 15:19; 1Co 9:12; 2Co 2:12; 
4:4; 9:13; 10:14; Gal 1:7 

“Gospel of God” Mk 1:14-15; 1Pe 4:17 Gospel of God Ro 1:1, 9, 15-16; 11:28; 15:16; 2Co 
11:7 

“The/this gospel” Mt 26:13;  Mk 1:14; 8:35; 
10:29; 14:9; Acts 8:401Pe 4:6 

“The gospel” Ac 14:7, 21; 15:7; 16:10; 20:24; Ro 
11:28; 15:20; 1Co 1:17; 4:15; 9:14, 16, 18, 23; 
15:1; 2Co 8:18; 10:16; Gal 1:11; 2:2, 5, 14; Gal 
3:8; 4:13; Phm 1:13 

Cross Mt 10:38; 16:24; Mk 8:34; Lk 9:23, 14:27 Cross 1Cor 1:17-18; Ga 5:11; 6:12-14; Eph 2:16; 
Ph 2:8; 3:18; Col 1:20; 2:14;  

Sent to Jews and Gentiles Lk 2:30-32; 24:46-47 Sent to Jews and Gentiles Ac 20:21; 26:17 

Witnesses of what they had seen and heard Acts 
1:8; 4:19-20; 5:32 

Witness to all he had seen and heard Acts 22:15 

Open the eyes that are blind Isa 42:7; Mt 13:15; 
Lk 4:18 

Open their eyes Ac 26:18 

Forgiveness of their sins Lk 1:77 Forgiveness of sin Ac 13:38; 26:18 

Repent and believe Mk 1:15 Repent and believe Ac 20:18-21; 26:20 

Death, burial, and resurrection of Christ Lk 24:25, 
46; Acts 2:22-24, 29-31; 3:17-26; 4:10-12 

Death, burial, and resurrection of Christ Ac 13:26-
33; 26:22-23; 1Cor 15:1-4 

Repentance and forgiveness of sins Lk 24:46-47; 
Acts 5:31; 10:43 

Repentance and salvation Ac 17:30-34; 20:18-21; 
2Cor 7:10 

Bear fruit of repentance Mt 3:8-11; Mk 1:4; Lk 3:8 Bear fruit of repentance Ac 26:20 

Repent and be baptized in the name of Christ 
Acts 2:39; 8:14-17; 10:47-48 

Baptized in Christ Ac 9:17-18; Rom 6:3-4; Gal 
3:27; Col 2:11-12 

Believe and receive Holy Spirit Ac 2:37-39; 10:48; 
11:14-17 

Believe and receive Holy Spirit Ac 9: ; 19:1-6; Eph 
1:13 

Jerusalem, Judea, Samaria, ends of earth Ac 1:8  Damascus, Jerusalem, Judea, Gentiles Ac 26:20 

Preached to all nations then the end will come 
Mt 24:14; Mk 13:10-13; 14:9; 16:15 

Preach to Gentiles, kings, and Israel Ac 9:15 

Peter, gospel to circumcised Gal 2:7 Paul, same gospel, but to uncircumcised Gal 2:7; 
Eph 1:6; 3:6   The chapters make it clear there are 
not two different gospel presentations for Jews 
and Gentiles – They are joint heirs, same body  
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With such a comprehensive chart as this is, it would be able to lose sight a critical detail of gospel 

presentation by both Jesus and Paul – the application of the cross to the life of the believer. The cross 

was the fulcrum of Paul’s argument, and it was the watershed of Jesus’s call to discipleship. Discipleship, 

as Jesus described it, is impossible without the cross of Christ. But his death on the cross of Calvary is 

not the only essential crucifixion in the gospel as Paul emphasizes. There are two. 

Jesus taught, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross daily and 

follow me.  For whoever would save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will save it.  

For what does it profit a man if he gains the whole world and loses or forfeits himself” (Lk 9:23-25). 

This is why Paul told the churches at Corinth the Lord did not send him to baptize, or preach with 

eloquence: "For Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the gospel, and not with words of 

eloquent wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power. For the word of the cross is folly to 

those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God” (1Cor 1:17-18). 

And again, Paul wrote, “I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in 

me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself 

for me…And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires” (Gal 

2:20; 5:24). 

The cross was ground zero for the two sides of the gospel coin – the sacrificial death of Christ FOR sins, 

and the sanctifying death of the believer TO sin. The former was the work of the Son of God, and the 

latter is the work of the Spirit of God. The Spirit enables what the Son accomplished. You cannot have 

one without the other. There is only one cross, but there are two deaths on it. “But far be it from me to 

boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by which the world has been crucified to me, and I to 

the world” (Gal 6:14).  

Simply put, Jesus died then so I could live in him, and I die now so He can live in me. Romans chapters 6 

to 8 are Paul’s magnum opus explanation of how this works.  

When he was in the flesh for 33 years prior to the Cross, he could only be in one place at a time. “Unless 

a grain of wheat fall into the ground and dies, it abides alone. But if it dies it produces many grains” (Jn 

12:24). By dying to set us free, He not only paid the penalty for sin, he broke the power of sin over us so 

that we can belong to God again. Then Jesus produces new sons in the image of God by the Holy Spirit 

indwelling obedient disciples. 

This is the heart of discipleship, and the power of the cross. The gospel is NOT simply about the payment 

for sin, it also is the breaking of the power of sin, in order to set the world free. The Root of Jessie rules 

over all believers, bringing about obedience in discipleship through the gospel (Rom 15:8-20). 

Preaching less than the full function of the cross, in atonement and discipleship, is failure to present the 

gospel as both Jesus and Paul taught it. 

Summary: It is clear that there was only one gospel for both Jewish and Gentile audiences. That does not 

mean that every presentation was identical in the presentation of particular facts or emphasis. Even 

Paul’s presentations varied. The gospel of the kingdom is the gospel of salvation, and Paul’s gospel of 

1Cor 15:1-4, is a major component of all gospel presentations, regardless of speaker or audience.  
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Appendix C 

New Testament Discipleship 
 

The following is a brief look at scriptures related to discipleship throughout the New Testament, from 

the initial teaching of Jesus through the apostles and the author of Hebrews. 

Discipleship of Jesus 

Since Jesus gave clear succinct disciple-making instructions for his apostles’ ministries, one might expect 

to see the same words that Jesus spoke to people who followed, or wanted to follow him. But often we 

see other terms sprinkled generously across the epistles. 

 

John 13:12-17, Jesus washing the feet of his disciples, is one of the clearest pictures of Jesus modeling 

the lifestyle actions that his disciples should pattern their own after:  

 

“When he had washed their feet and put on his outer garments and resumed his place, he said to 

them, ‘Do you understand what I have done to you?  You call me Teacher and Lord, and you are 

right, for so I am.  If I then, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash 

one another’s feet.  For I have given you an example, that you also should do just as I have done to 

you.  Truly, truly, I say to you, a servant is not greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater 

than the one who sent him.  If you know these things, blessed are you if you do them.’” 

 

Jesus expected his disciples to become like him as their teacher and master:  

 

The expressions most used by Jesus in his discipleship language are representative of mathetes or 

mathetas, disciple or its plural. The gospels are packed with the terms, because that was Jesus was 

doing for three plus years. Almost exclusively, the Greek term in the gospels for follow, is akoloutheho, 

but on rare occasion deute (lit: come here, or come after) appears in Mt 4:19, and Mk 1:17 when he first 

calls his disciples. 

 

Notice also, that the Master was unambiguous about some of the criteria which disqualified people 

from becoming his disciples (Mt 8:18-22; 10:38; 16:24; 19:16-30; Mk 8:34-38; Lk 9:23-27; 9:57-62; 18:18-

30; Jn 10:27; 12:26). It is worth mentioning that none of the disqualifications were the consequence of 

someone’s past action, only their present choice. 

 

Post Crucifixion 

Luke’s careful account of what took place after the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ is key to 

understanding that the disciples of Jesus understood the command, at least partially, and began to 

implement it. For some of the apostles, the adjustment to inclusivity of Gentiles took some getting used 

to. Even though Peter had the experience with Cornelius (Acts 10), he still struggled to understand how 

it all fit together, and it took a very public rebuke by Paul to bring full awareness and clarification (Gal 

2:11-21). 

 

But when we look beyond Acts, occurrences of disciple vanish completely. Why is this? Is it as some 

argue, that the command to make disciples pertained to Israelites alone for the coming kingdom age? 
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Since the change is uniform, that is, basically all the apostles avoided use of the term mathetes 

consistently, there had to be something of a principle that was informing their choice to move away 

from use of this ubiquitous descriptive term. 

 

It may be that they were responding to the specific commands of Jesus found in Mt 23:1-11, and in 

particular, “But you are not to be called rabbi, for you have one teacher, and you are all brothers” (Mt 

23:8). They may be summarized as follows: 

1. First, Jesus prohibited his disciples from allowing their disciples to refer to themselves as rabbis, 

or instructors. This was a clear departure from Jewish norms. 

2. Second, in Mt 23:8, Jesus told them they were to regard each other as brothers (adelphos), 

Paul’s clear choice. He did so in his epistles 99 times in 98 verses, in all of them except the book 

of Titus. Paul also referred to himself often as a spiritual father: 1Cor 4:15; Phil 2:22; 1Thes 2:10; 

Phm 1:10.  

3. Lastly, by AD 55 Paul was already seeing pride among groups self-identifying as disciples of Paul, 

Peter, and Apollos, producing schism in the church. He discouraged division and promoted unity 

instead. In the Hellenistic culture Paul most often ministered in, elevating revered teachers to 

the status of gods was not unheard, and he wanted to avoid this at all costs. The apostle was 

quick to be self-effacing, to avoid the appearance of exalting himself over those he taught. 

Where he did state his apostolic credential, he often referred to himself as a doulos, bond-slave 

or servant, of Christ and those he ministered to. (See examples in Rom 1:1; 1Cor 9:19; Gal 1:10; 

Tit1:1) The “one Teacher” is Jesus, whose later ministry comes through the Holy Spirit. 

 

Even so, Paul succinctly wrote of discipleship in personal ministry using adelphos instead of mathetas, 

“Brothers, join in imitating me, and keep your eyes on those who walk according to the example you 

have in us” (Phil 3:17). Paul expressed discipleship practice, in both general and pastoral epistles, 

congruent with the Gospels. Numerous times he exhorted his own disciples, Timothy and Titus, to 

emulate himself, and be models for those under their leadership to imitate (1Tim 4:12, 15-16; Tit 2:7-8; 

3:14). 

 

Paul used eimi (to hold, i.e., one who holds to a belief) writing of those who embrace the teachings of 

someone, or follow them, in 1Cor 1:12. In 1Cor 4:16 and 11:1, “Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ” 

(Eph 5:1) the term rendered as “imitators” is mimetai, which might be quickly recognized by older 

readers as the source of a word from our past, mimeograph, the old-style office copier.  

 

In the latter verse Paul specifically ties his own life commitment to the example of Christ for other 

disciples to emulate. The discipling framework and purpose does not get any clearer than that. 

Paul articulated the overall church building program of the Holy Spirit, stating it thusly: 

 

“And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers,  to equip the 

saints for the work of ministry, 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,  so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the 

waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful 

schemes.  Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the 
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head, into Christ, from whom the whole body, joined and held together by every joint with which it 

is equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the body grow so that it builds itself up in 

love. Now this I say and testify in the Lord, that you must no longer walk as the Gentiles do, in the 

futility of their minds” (Eph 4:11-17). 

 

Paul clearly attributed the apportioning of spiritual gifts, and their empowering to the discretion of the 

Holy Spirit (1Cor 12:1-11, see also Acts 13:2). Since this is the primary means of the Body of Christ 

building itself up in love, it makes the Holy Spirit the de facto lead member of the Trinity in discipleship.  

 

As was pointed out in Appendix B, Paul was quick to correct wrong attitudes about Jesus Christ and 

grace regarding post-conversion living, which in context was essentially resistance to discipleship: 

 

“But that is not the way you learned Christ!—assuming that you have heard about him and were 

taught in him, as the truth is in Jesus, to put off your old self, which belongs to your former manner 

of life and is corrupt through deceitful desires,  and to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and to 

put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness” (Eph 4:20-

24). 

 

”For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, training us to renounce 

ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present 

age, waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus 

Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people 

for his own possession who are zealous for good works. Declare these things; exhort and rebuke 

with all authority. Let no one disregard you” (Tit 2:11-15). 

 

Paul was equally emphatic about the role of truth in understanding Christ in his greeting to Titus, “Paul, 

a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ, for the sake of the faith of God’s elect and their 

knowledge of the truth, which accords with godliness” (Tit 1:1). 

 

Summarizing these short passages, any presentation of Christ which leaves out the call to sanctification 

by the Holy Spirit through discipleship training is erroneous. 

 

More of Paul’s exhortations directly related to training disciples can be seen in Phil 2:5; 3:10, 17; 4:9, 11;  

Col 3:1-17; 1Th 1:6; 2:14; 2Th 3:7, 9; and in both of his pastoral epistles with ad hoc discipling 

instructions to his young trainees: “Let no one despise you for your youth, but set the believers an 

example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity.” (1Tim 4:12), and “Show yourself in all respects 

to be a model of good works, and in your teaching show integrity, dignity…” (Titus 2:7). Likewise, Peter, 

James, John, and the author of Hebrews utilize similar discipleship language in 1Pet 2:21-14; 3:9; 5:3; 

Heb 5:11-14; 10:16; 12:1-17; 13:7, 17, 20-21; James 5:19-20; 1Jn 2:6; 3Jn 3:11. 

 

The full weight of consistent NT evidence reveals obedience to the command to make disciples who, not 

only express saving faith, but emulate the Lord in both word and deed. In short, all of the apostles we 

have record for, including Paul, did what Jesus told the eleven to do. They made disciples. 
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understanding a middle eastern perspective on the Messiah of Israel.) 

Chan, Francis. Forgotten God: Reversing Our Tragic Neglect of the Holy Spirit. Colorado Springs: David C. Cook. 

2009 (For perspective in what it means to be a Spirit filled, empowered, and led disciple today.) 

MacArthur, John. The Gospel According to Jesus. Grand Rapids: Zondervan. 2008. (Grasping the gospel as Jesus and 

the apostles taught it.) 
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boundaries of the recipients.) 
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Other Helpful Discipleship Resources 

English, J.T. Deep Discipleship. An example of a church with an intentional discipleship program. 

Learning to Make Disciples of Jesus: The Calling of Every Believer  

https://www.cslewisinstitute.org/Learning_to_Make_Disciples_of_Jesus_page1 

Life on Life discipleship ministry. https://vimeo.com/130055486 For developing discipleship within the local church 

paradigm. 

 

https://www.cslewisinstitute.org/Learning_to_Make_Disciples_of_Jesus_page1
https://vimeo.com/130055486

