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In the gospels, we are presented with a description of discipleship in the ministry 

and teaching of Jesus. To understand what discipleship must look like, we must look at 

what the gospels demonstrate and teach the characteristics of a disciple to be. The first 

portion of this paper will present characteristics that are central to being a disciple. The 

second part will seek to develop a strategy for making disciples.  

 

Characteristics of a Disciple 

 

I. Trust and devotion to the person and teaching of Jesus Christ:  

A disciple of Jesus Christ is someone who is characterized by trust and devotion to 

him and his teaching. The gospels present the disciples as individuals who adhered to 

Christ and his instruction. The same trust and devotion can be seen to characterize the 

relationship of the disciples of John the Baptist to their teacher (Jn. 1:35, 37; 3:25).  

To trust Christ’s message and to be devoted to it, the disciples had to become more 

knowledgeable in their understanding of his person and teachings. His teachings to them 

can be found throughout the gospels. One of the most significant is found in the upper 

room discourse in John 13-17, where Jesus declares himself to be the light of the world 

(Jn. 14:1-14) and teaches them regarding obedience, love, and service. Christ's disciples 

recalled his teaching after his resurrection and believed what he said to them (Jn. 2:22). 

Growing in trust and devotion to the person and teaching of Christ is at the very heart of 

what it means to be a disciple.  
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II. Obedience: 

As a devoted follower, a key characteristic of a disciple of Jesus is obedience to him. 

Jesus told his disciples that love for him would be evidenced through obedience to his 

commandments (Jn. 14:15, 21,23; 15:10).  At the end of the gospel of John, Jesus 

indicates to his disciples that following (ἀκολουθέω) him meant accepting his will, even 

in how they would die (Jn. 21:18-23). A follower of Christ is someone who submits to his 

will, in obedience, even in death, which leads us to our next category. 

III. Self-denial and Dedication: 

Jesus teaches that anyone who would come after him (ὀπίσω	μου	ἐλθεῖν) must take 

up their cross and follow him (Mtt.16:24). The imagery of the cross conjures up images 

of self-sacrifice even to the point of death, in living imitation of Christ’s sacrifice. In 

verse 25 Jesus indicates that only in being willing to lose one’s life for him will one find 

their life. Thus Jesus calls his disciples to lives of sacrificial self-denial even unto death.   

Similarly, a disciple must be dedicated to Christ before all else. Jesus calls for 

dedicated following in Luke 9:57-62. In the first few verses, Jesus responded to a man’s 

claim to want to follow him by stating that the Son of Man had no place to lay his head, 

thus indicating the cost that was involved in following.  In verses 59-62 Jesus addresses 

two men who both make excuses for delaying in following. Christ’s responses reveal that 

following him should supersede all else (“let the dead bear their own dead,” v.60." No 

one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God" v.62)1. 

																																																								
1	ESV	
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By these sayings, Jesus shows that there is nothing that should come in between the one 

who would follow him. A disciple is dedicated to Christ, first and foremost. 

 

IV. Brotherly Love: 

 During his discourse in the upper room, Christ indicated to his disciples yet another 

trait that should characterize his followers. In John 13:34, Jesus gives them a new 

commandment: “that you love one another: just as I have loved you, you also are to love 

one another.” Not only does Christ tell his disciples that they must love one another, but 

that this love should reflect his love for them. He continues in verse 35 to indicate that the 

world would be able to know that they are his disciples by their love for one another. 

Thus, a disciple should be characterized by a sacrificial abounding love for his/her 

brothers and sisters that reflects the love of Christ.  

V. Abiding Communion and Righteous Fruitfulness: 

One of the most central passages discussing the characteristics of discipleship is John 

15:1-17. Jesus calls his disciples to “abide” in him (µένω, a word meaning to remain in 

communion2).  Jesus indicates in verse 7 that his words must also abide in the disciple. 

He calls his disciples to abide in his love, something that is done by keeping his 

commandments in obedience, as we have discussed above. This abiding leads to bearing 

“fruit" (v.5) that "proves" that one is his disciple (v. 9). This obedient, lasting communion 

of a relationship between the disciple and Christ, as they remain in his love, and his word 

remains within them, is a reflection of Christ's relationship to his Father (vv.8-9). A 

																																																								
2	BDAG,	p.631,	1.α,β	
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disciple must, therefore, be characterized by righteous fruitfulness that comes from 

faithful communion with him.  

 

 

VI.  Humble Service 

 In his teaching in the upper room, Jesus brought out a bowl and began to wash the feet 

of his disciples. He wrapped a towel around himself and performed the function of a 

servant. John 13:14-15, he tells his disciples that he had done this as an example for them 

to in turn do for one another. Even though he was their Lord and Teacher, he had washed 

their feet and instructed them to imitate him in this. So, a disciple should be characterized 

by an attitude of humble service for his brothers and sisters. 

 

Discipleship Strategy: 

 

The following is an outlined discipleship strategy prepared for a young adult church 

ministry. It covers the major goals that in teaching what it means to be a disciple and 

ideas for methods of accomplishing those goals. These methods will include Bible 

studies, book studies/discussions, and projects that will be the practical steps in reaching 

these goals. Since the character of a disciple is an organically integrated whole, there will 

be some level of crossover regarding the cognitive, behavioral, and affect 

accomplishments of each of these methods. A rough estimation of the time required to 

cover each method is provided. Overall, if the estimations are correct and time is allotted 

for summer and the holiday season, this process would probably take around three years. 
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Also included in this plan is a means of evaluating results through a list of expected life 

changes that would result if the goals were met as the disciple learned and changed in 

affection.  

 

Trust and Devotion 
 
Goal: The disciple will grow in knowledge of what Scripture teaches about the person 
and work of Jesus Christ. 
 

Method: Teaching through the gospel of John in weekly lesson and discussion. 
Time: 21 weeks  

 
Means of Evaluation: The disciple will be able to demonstrate knowledge of who Christ 
is his nature, person, and work. They will demonstrate a growing desire to continue to 
grow in that knowledge as they adhere to him and his teaching. The disciple will 
demonstrate by their personal affirmation of faith and adherence to the gospel message 
of Jesus Christ as their personal hope of salvation and the only way to eternal life.  
 
 
Abiding Communion 
 
Goal: The disciple will learn the importance and means of living out a life of abiding in 
sustained relationship to Christ. 
 

Method: Reading through John Piper’s Seeing and Savoring Jesus Christ together 
weekly with follow-up discussion. 
Time: 13 weeks  
 
Method: Reading through Lewis Sperry Chafer’s He That Is Spiritual 
independently with weekly group discussion. 
Time: 5 weeks  

 
Method: Lessons on how to do personal inductive Bible reading. 
Time: 4 weeks  
 
Method: Reading through Timothy Keller’s Prayer independently with weekly 
group discussion  

 Time: 10 weeks (if doing two chapters a week) 
 
Means of Evaluation: The disciple will demonstrate abiding communion to the Lord 
Jesus by seeking to continue and grow in their personal relationship with him. This will 
be seen in personal affection for Christ, devotional commitment to studying his word, 
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and a growing life of seeking the Father in prayer.  
 
 
Obedience 
 
Goal: The disciple will learn the importance of being obedient to the Lord’s 
commandments in every aspect of their lives. 
 

Method: Teaching through the book of Philippians in weekly lesson and discussion 
with emphasis on the obedience of Christ and Paul’s call for the believer to live 
obediently. 
Time: 4 weeks  

 
Means of Evaluation: The disciple will demonstrate obedience to Christ in seeking to live 
a holy life by abandoning selfish passions and fighting to overcome sin. They will obey 
the commands of Christ in bearing witness to his name to unbelievers, loving their 
brothers and sisters, and practicing humble, sacrificial love (all of which Christ has 
commanded and instructed his followers to do). 
 
 
Self-denial and Dedication 
 
Goal: The disciple will understand and exercise self-denial in giving up their rights and 
living in total dedication to Christ. 
 

Method: Reading through David Platt’s Radical independently with weekly group 
discussion. 
Time: 9 weeks 

 
Method: The group will learn (through a two-week series) about the practices of 
Lent, and then encouraged to practice self-denial by participating.  
Time: 2 weeks (Lessons would fall at the beginning or before the season. One of the 
other studies, such as Philippians could follow and correspond with the season). 

 
Means of Evaluation: The disciple's life will demonstrate self-denial and dedication to 
Christ in prayerful adherence to God's will in major life decisions, accompanied by 
meditated on his will in Scripture and seeking out wise counsel. The student will also 
demonstrate a willingness to lay aside love of material gain, and will instead reveal a 
desire to give of one's time and financial resources to the church and other ministries.   

 
 

Brotherly love 
 
Goal: The disciple will learn what it means to act in the love of Christ toward his/her 
brothers and sisters. 
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Method: Teaching through a biblical study of key passages of scripture that contain 
“one another” commands for believers. 
Time: 8 weeks 

 
Means of Evaluation: The life of the disciple that has learned brotherly love will reflect 
the love of Christ in keeping with the New Testament’s commands to “love one 
another.” The disciple should noticeably grow in their love for members of the group 
and church by practicing forgiveness, kindness, forbearance, burden-bearing, loving 
exhortation, etc. The disciple will also show progress in avoiding behavior to fellow 
believers that is antithetical to brotherly love, such as quarrelsomeness, hostility, 
bitterness, etc. 
 
 
Righteous Fruitfulness 
 
Goal: The disciple will learn who to produces righteous fruit in doing good deeds from a 
genuine love of Christ. 
 

Method: Teaching through the book of James in weekly lesson and discussion. 
Time: 10 weeks (if spending two weeks per chapter) 

 
Method: Working on a community service project that demonstrates the love of 
Christ to the community (nursing home, orphanage, etc.) 
Time: Preparation- 2 weeks; implementation- 1 week 
 
Method: Completing a mission trip to serve and minister to the Navajo people in the 
southwestern U.S.  
Time: Preparation- 2 weeks; implementation- 1 week 

 
Means of Evaluation: The disciple’s life will demonstrate a concern for “the least of 
these,” instead of obsession with one’s own life and social circles. This concern will 
bear fruitful goodness in generosity and aid to others (through financial assistance, 
practical service, loving practice, etc.) whether this the poor, orphans, widows, the 
mentally disabled, refugees, etc. 

 
 
Humble Service 
 
Goal: The disciple will learn how to practice and be characterized by the heart of a 
humble servant. 
 

Method: The group will spend a weekend assisting the church deacons in serving 
those in the church who are in need. 
Time: 1 week 

 
Means of Evaluation:  The life of the disciple should demonstrate an eagerness to seek 
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the good of others without the need for attention or praise. This should be observable in 
some type of service to the church, family, the young adult group, the community, etc. 
Instead of only seeking to be fed, cared for, or entertained by others, the disciple will 
seek to involve themselves in serving. 

 

 


