The Call to Discipleship in the Gospels
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Jesus came not only to reveal the kingdom, but also to invite others to follow him. A follower of Jesus is called a “disciple,” a Greek word which means “student.” A disciple is one who studies the message and lived example of Jesus, and draws on his loving strength.
What does it mean to follow Jesus? In simple terms, it means to adopt Jesus’ values in

all areas of one’s life. But what does that mean practically in terms of specific choices and directions in life? To get an answer, we can turn to the four Gospels, each of which gives us a different, complementary picture of what being a disciple is all about.
	Discipleship in Mark: Suffering with Jesus

For Mark, discipleship is revealed through emphasis on the suffering of Jesus. The true disciple, according to Mark, is one who suffers along with Jesus. In Mark 8:34–35, Jesus says: “If a man wishes to come after me, he must deny his very self, take up his cross, and follow in my steps. Whoever would preserve his life would lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake and the Gospel’s will preserve it.” Being a disciple, therefore, means accepting the pain and disappointment that comes with discipleship. For Mark the true disciple is the one who takes up the cross and the suffering it implies in faith.


	Discipleship in Matthew: A Believing Community

Matthew presents Jesus as the fulfillment of the Law of Israel. In Matthew, Jesus appeals to the Law as the ultimate basis for his ministry. The Law, however, must be interpreted in light of human needs, which always take precedence. Jesus is presented as the great teacher and interpreter of the Law for human beings.

For Matthew, discipleship means being part of a believing community. In that community, the Church applies Jesus’ words about Justice and the Law. The role of the disciple is to study and live out these teachings as a member of the wider Church community. A disciple supports the community, and makes decisions with the welfare of the community in mind.


	Discipleship in Luke: Spreading the Word

Luke’s view of what it means to be a disciple is clear in several sections, which are unique to his gospel. Luke emphasizes that being a disciple means spreading the Good News about Jesus. Luke stresses many times that God will respond when the disciples present their needs in prayer.
Such gifts from God, however, mean that the disciples have a special responsibility to do God’s will. Luke quotes Jesus as saying, “Much will be required of the person entrusted with much, and still more will be demanded of the person entrusted with more.” (12:48). Disciples are obligated 
to use God’s gifts positively. Further, in Chapter 17, Luke reminds his readers not to expect tremendous honors or riches for their efforts; spreading God’s Word is no more than their duty.
For Luke, a disciple is one who does the work of God, spreads the Good News about Jesus, and believes that God will provide the gifts needed to succeed. Luke reminds his readers that anyone, regardless of social status or past mistakes, may be a disciple of Jesus. All that is needed is a loving heart and confidence in God’s protection.
Discipleship in John: Loving One Another

More than any other gospel account, John is written with the specific needs of a particular community of believers in mind. So, it is not surprising that John provides guidelines for discipleship. In Chapters 13–17, John presents Jesus’ last discourse before his arrest. In it, Jesus tells his followers what it means to be his disciple.
1. Service. Jesus washes the feet of his disciples, telling them that even though he is the master and they the servants, it is necessary for him to humble himself and serve them. In the same way, it is necessary for the disciples to humble themselves and serve others.
2. Doing his works. This involves teaching, healing, and revealing the Father to other people. God will provide the disciples with what they need to do Jesus’ work, sending a Paraclete to them. In Greek law, a “paraclete” was like a defense attorney: someone who defends you and speaks for you before a judge. Jesus refers to this agent as the Holy Spirit, who will come to the disciples and guide them in following him.
3. Living out the commandments he has given. The most important of these commands, he says, is to love one another, even to the point of accepting death:“This is my commandment: love one another as I love you. No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. You are my friends if you do what I command you.” (John 15:12–14).The true test of discipleship is love. If we love one another, then we are obeying Jesus’ commands and living as his disciple.
John warns his readers that following Jesus will not be easy. The world will not support you, he says, and in fact people will persecute you. John tells his community to accept that they are not “of the world,” and to endure being disciples no matter what. If they do this, he says, God will not abandon them when they are in need.


	Reflection Guide:

1. Which of these four understandings of discipleship is closest to your own? Which is most unfamiliar to you? 

2. What particular challenges does each understanding hold or entail for you?
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