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HOW DO WE BECOME DISCIPLES?

 
 We’ve already looked into who Jesus was (Reclaim 1)  
and examined His mission (Reclaim 2). Here, we’ll dive into the  
question of how we and those around us relate to Jesus. How  
are we included in who Jesus is and what He’s done? In other 
words, how do we become disciples? 

JESUS, FRIEND OF SINNERS

 Since the first act of disobedience in the Garden, mankind 
has been dead in its unbelief. Not only have we all come up short 
and missed the mark of perfection (Rom. 3:23), an even bleaker 
picture of humanity is painted in Ephesians 2:1 where the Apostle 
Paul describes us all as "dead in ... trespasses and sins." He also 
views himself as someone beyond repair and in need of rescue 
(Rom. 7:24-25).

 Many people deny the existence of sin and deem 
everything relative. However, no matter where you go in the world, 
you’ll find a society that has a list of beliefs or behaviors that 
are and are not acceptable. Even here in America, a country that 
prides itself on being "tolerant," we find extreme intolerance of 
specific ... well, sins.

 Where we differ, is in our solution to sin. For many, the 
answer to the problem of sin is to get people to sin less, which is 
why we’ve created correctional facilities, rehabilitation programs, 
classes on ethics, and a ten billion dollar a year self-help industry. 
Capitalism and communism, governments and gangs, movements 
for more freedom and more restraint — they have all tried to 
heal our sense of brokenness. In the end, all these inventions and 
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human efforts fall short. They cannot, and will never, change the 
heart of man. Plus, if we believe God’s diagnosis of humanity seen 
in the Scriptures, we’ll see that improvement isn’t an option. As 
dead sinners, we need resurrection. Good news for us is that  
Jesus (the resurrection and the life) is a friend of sinners (Jn. 11:25).

ONCE FOR ALL     
 
 God’s solution to the problem of sin, as discussed in our 
last chapter, is quite different than ours. Instead of scrubbing the 
earth of sin and sinners, He decided to die to forgive them. 

 Jesus didn’t fit the profile of the would-be Messiah. The 
religious crowd was looking for the One who was coming to make 
the world straighten up and fly right. So it was quite a surprise to 
hear Him say His mission was to die. Even though "the Lamb of 
God, who takes away the sins of the world" (Jn. 1:29) was right in 
front of them, they didn’t fully understand. 

 On the cross, Jesus announced His Father’s dealings 
with the problem of sin were "finished." His disciples, who lived 
with him for three years, wouldn’t grasp this fact until after His 
ascension (Matt. 20:28). By His grace, God chose to destroy the sin 
problem without destroying everyone in the process. 

For it was indeed fitting that we should have such a high 

priest, holy, innocent, unstained, separated from sinners, 

and exalted above the heavens. He has no need, like those 

high priests, to offer sacrifices daily, first for his own sins 

and then for those of the people, since he did this once for 

all when he offered up himself. (Heb. 7:26-27)

 Some have grappled with this question: Does God need to 
crucify His Son again and again for every sinner who believes? No. 
You’ll notice here that Jesus died “once for all.” When one chooses 
to believe, does God telegraph our sins back through time and
somehow place them on Jesus? No, it’s already done. It’s taken 
care of, or as Jesus said, “finished” (Jn. 19:28-30).

 Sin has been justly paid for on the cross of Christ. It is an 
act in history that cannot be undone. Jesus died for sinners, and 
there is no other sacrifice needed. In light of this reality, we are free 
to leave the exhausting madness of trying to hide the junk in our 
lives. We are free to be nothing in ourselves. We are free to rest.  
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AWAKENING TO THIS REALITY
     
 Jesus dying for all doesn’t mean all know Him. So how does 
someone awaken to this salvation/become a disciple of Jesus?

 In John 3:16 Jesus said, "For God so loved the world [all 
people], that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him 
should not perish but have eternal life." Then in verse 18, He said, 
"whoever believes in Him is not condemned." This is news, a 
promise from Him.     
 
 Ephesians 2:8 says, "For by grace you have been saved 
through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 
not a result of works, so that no one may boast." Salvation is a 
"gift" that is solely from God and is received by "faith" alone in 
the person and work of Jesus. By our faith in Jesus, and what He's 
already accompliushed on our behalf, we move from death to 
“abundant life” (Jn. 10:10).

 We live in a world that believes God is playing a game 
of tit-for-tat. The idea of Him justifying sinners solely on the life, 
death, and resurrection of His Son, the idea of attributing His 
righteousness to sinners through faith alone, seems crazy. We 
are prone to the belief that it takes more than just faith alone to 
become a disciple of Jesus. Studying the parables of Jesus reveals 
this proclivity.     
 
 Have you ever noticed the badness of the parables’  
good characters? To make sure His point is about our need for 
faith and not better works, the only characters Jesus rewards  
are the un-reformed. The younger brother who gets the  
welcome home party is as wild and self-centered as they come, 
and his older brother, who’s upset and won’t come to the party,  
is a guy who has always done what is right. The laborers, who  
get paid a full days wage for only an hour of work are freeloaders, 
while the all-day laborers who get pushed to the end of the line 
are the "responsible" employees. The wise virgins, the bridesmaids, 
who ignore the needs of others with their noses in the air enjoy  
the party with the bridegroom, while the bridesmaids who left  
out of a desire to better themselves come back to find they are  
not welcomed. The list goes on with the same theme: Salvation 
isn’t about behaving better. It’s about faith in the work of God  
on our behalf! 
 
 As humans, we resort to motive-correcting and behavior-
adjusting as a means of obtaining and/or maintaining salvation. 
Since this is our default, it’s wise to test our hearts. What are we 
believing? How are we living?
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TWO MEN WALK INTO A TEMPLE
     
 Look at the parable Jesus told about the Pharisee and the 
tax collector in Luke 18:9-14. The tax collector is a fellow Jewish 
man working as a thief for their oppressor, the Roman government. 
To help you grasp this, imagine ISIS taking over the U.S. One of 
your friends goes to work for them. He aims to help them obtain 
the financial support they need to stay in power, and he does 
so by taking the money from your pocket. Since your friend is 
in a position of power, he begins to treat you, your spouse, and 
your children any way he pleases. He’d be considered a traitor to 
his fellow countrymen. In the same way, a Jew becoming a tax 
collector meant he was a traitor to his people. He exploited them.  
   
 Jesus says the tax collector stands in the Temple with his 
head bowed; he admits that he’s not only a loser, but he’s as good 
as dead, with absolutely nothing to offer. Jesus then says this man 
went home "justified." The Pharisee, on the other hand, has spent 
his life pursuing righteousness in obedience to the law of God. 
This is beyond anything you have ever seen. He lays out a list of 
all his good deeds. "Hey, God, here’s a report card on all the sins 
from which I have been abstaining, along with a list of all the 
good works I have been carrying out." He then proceeds to thank 
God he’s “not like this other man,” this tax collector. He’s a self-
proclaimed winner, and Jesus says he goes home just as he came 
in: dead in his sins.

 We hear this story, and if we’re honest, we’re often appalled 
at the arrogance of the Pharisee, all the while knowing we are just 
as broken, flawed, and foolish as the tax collector. Yet, while we 
praise God for His love and grace, we still hesitate to extend that
same grace to others.

A PERSONAL STORY
     
 This was my (Russ) story for years until one day when I 
was reading Between Noon and Three, by Robert Capon. Based on 
everything I’d heard about this book, I wanted nothing to do with 
it. Eventually, I picked up a copy with all intents and purposes of
disproving Capon’s claims.

 I found myself reading his take on the Parable of the 
Pharisee and the Tax Collector (Lk. 18:9-14); I found in myself a 
desire to broaden my thinking. I began considering the questions 
listed below.

 Follow the tax collector home in your mind’s eye as he goes 
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through the ensuing week. What do you want to see him doing in 
those coming days? I naturally made a list: stop stealing, stop 
lying, give back the money he took, quit his job, etc.

 Now imagine the tax collector goes back to the Temple 
again one week later, with nothing in his life reformed, and there 
God justifies him still as he admits his death. Do you like that? "Hell 
no!" I said. In fact, the thought made me throw the book down. 
Curiosity soon won, and with it, the following question...

 Now take the tax collector back to the Temple the following 
week with some reform under his belt: less lying, less stealing, etc. 
Do you want God to talk with him about the extent to which he 
mended his ways this past week?

 Of course, I did. And as I read on that’s when it hit me 
between the eyes: Why am I, and almost every believer I know, so 
hell-bent on destroying this story? Why do we desire to
send the tax collector back to the Temple with the Pharisee’s 
speech in his hand? Jesus isn’t interested in any speech that isn’t 
an admission of death and a desperate need for the only One who 
is in the resurrection business. According to Jesus, that act of faith
alone awakens us to Him and the table He’s prepared. As I dwelled 
on this fact, I began to think through my usual pushbacks.

ADDRESSING SOME ANTICIPATED PUSHBACKS
 
 Not only have we had our own personal pushbacks, but 
we’ve also fielded a few from others over the years. If you have 
some of your own just know that you’re in good company. As 
people who fear pain and thus long for control, freedom 
frustrates and grace makes us uneasy. However, until one 
struggles and comes to terms with the reality of God’s grace, 
he or she will remain fearful, controlling, bound up, and grossly 
introspective. Since the Reclaim journey is all about helping 
you find the freedom needed to slow down and disciple others 
in the same good news that liberated you, we must tackle some 
of these pushbacks. 

PUSHBACK #1:  If it’s a work of grace, then why does the Bible talk 
of our repentance?

 Contrary to what I learned from sermons and in school, 
the word “repent” is an invitation to change your mind, not a 
bitter ultimatum to start living right. The translation of the Greek 
word metanoia means "turn your mind around" not "change your 
behavior."
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 Phrases like Jesus' call to "repent and believe" in Mark 1:15 
have often been referenced to imply a two-step process of true 
saving faith, but this shouldn’t be read as two separate acts. It’s 
not, "repent first, and once you've done that, then believe." Instead, 
it is a double imperative doing duty for a conditional statement of 
a single truth. 

 For example, the proverb "spare the rod and spoil the 
child" means "If you spare the rod you will automatically spoil the 
child." The two are different sides of the same coin. To "repent and 
believe" means that when you turn to Jesus as your only hope, 
you are, at that moment, believing. In other words, repenting and 
believing happen together as one act of faith.

 Another passage I thought of, in my fear of grace replacing 
our need to have actions that prove our faith, was the call to have 
“works worthy of repentance.” This phrase is used by Paul, who 
was once a great persecutor of the Church, when he explains his 
conversion story to Agrippa in Acts 26.

 Since Paul was declaring the death and resurrection of 
Jesus alone as his (and our) only hope, the phrase "works worthy 
of repentance" can only mean having fruit in our lives from 
Jesus, which declares our belief in Him rather than our unbelief. 
We believe that fruit results from faith. We just believe that it’s a 
promise and work of Jesus in and through us rather than a pursuit 
of ourselves. More on that in Reclaim 4.

 Remember, the gospel is actual good news not potential 
good news. It’s an announcement that something has already 
taken place, not a proposition. Brennan Manning, in his book, 
The Ragamuffin Gospel, clarifies how repentance relates to 
salvation: "The gospel of grace announces: Forgiveness precedes 
repentance. The sinner is accepted before he pleads for mercy. 
It is already granted. He need only receive it. Total amnesty. 
Gratuitous pardon."     

PUSHBACK #2:  If becoming and living as a disciple of Jesus is an 
act of faith alone, then what do we do with the call to “works” (as 
seen in James)?
     
 James 2:17 says, "... faith by itself, if it does not have 
works, is dead." In John 14:21 Jesus basically says, "those who 
love Me obey Me, and so prove to be My disciples." These were 
the hallmark verses I used when confronting a professing believer 
walking in a way contrary to Jesus. However, in light of what I was 
seeing over and over through the parables of Jesus, it dawned on 
me: these passages are promises, not marching orders.
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 Every passage must be read in their immediate context and 
must be interpreted in view of all that Jesus has done and declared 
(broad gospel context). Without the declaration of “It is finished” 
as a broad interpretive lens, you can mistake James’ words as a call 
to get your act together and prove your faith is real by doing and 
maintaining a certain amount of works. James, instead, is pointing 
out what we’ve always known about works: They’re intended for 
our neighbors. Faith, by itself, can’t help the sister poorly clothed 
and lacking daily food in James 2. Saying to someone in need “I 
hope you find food and shelter soon” while offering no practical 
helps is akin to “thoughts and prayers.” It’s a heartfelt sentiment 
when you live far away from a difficult situation with limited ability 
to tangibly help, but a heartless act when someone cold and 
hungry is standing at your door.

PUSHBACK #3:  If simple faith is all that is required, what should 
we make of passages like Luke 14:25-27? Jesus seems to be talking 
about the cost of becoming a disciple.

“If anyone 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.” 

 Jesus’ words here in Luke 14:26 seem harsh and 
contradictory to His call to faith alone until you understand that 
family was of utmost importance to his Jewish audience. They 
trusted and relied upon their lineage, their inheritance and the 
legacy they would leave, above everything else. It was a point of 
pride, righteousness, and “enoughness.” This long list of family 
members that Jesus lists represent the constructs and identities 
that we’ve established for ourselves outside of the One who 
made us. The call to discipleship here is nothing more or less 
than a call to believe in Jesus alone. To attach our faith and trust 
to the better object in Jesus. To die to the idea that Instagram 
"likes", paychecks, sexuality, political views, parenting skills, 
curated kitchens, food choices, and religious performance could 
ever be enough is the invitation here. Jesus said the “will of God” 
in our lives is to “believe in the Son” (John 6:29). Finding your 
enoughness in Jesus who is enough and hating an identity in 
anyone or anything else — which is only planned despair.

 This invitation to hate competing cultural identities (and 
trust Jesus alone) is followed by two examples of trying to 
accomplish something without enough resources:

• Building a tower without enough resources (v.28-30)
• Battling a king with twenty thousand when you only have 

ten thousand men (v.31-32)
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 It’s another way of saying: "Do the math." You’re 
already in a losing position. The law of God demands a perfect 
righteousness on your part and it's not looking good. Admit 
your death. Confess your inability. Which leads us to v.27 and 
the call to "bear your own cross."

 Since the cross is no longer the chosen method of 
execution used in our day, it’s easy to mistake Jesus’ words 
to "take up your cross and follow me" as some radical call 
to discipleship rather than a call to faith. Exchange the word 
"cross" for a modern form of capital punishment–lethal injection. 
This helps us better grasp what Jesus is saying here.

 This is not a call to ascend the hill of Christianity with 
a cross on our back, but an invitation to descend the hill of 
spiritual aspirations into our graves. "Ambitious" is no way 
to describe one who’s just received a lethal injection. This 
is a shockingly vivid way to drive home the importance of 
embracing our death (or total inability/insufficiency) as the 
means to life with God. The good news is that "take up your 
cross" isn’t a call to level-up in your faith or an impossible 
challenge for only the most sincerely spiritual, but instead a 
recognition of our death. To follow Jesus one simply needs to 
lose the illusion of their life apart from Him who is "life" and 
joyfully cling to the only One in the resurrection business.

 In other words, admit you’re the tax collector and 
die to the idea that somehow you have a list of your own 
earthly accomplishments or identities that are worth anything 
in comparison to Jesus. Sadly, these passages have been 
occasions to push the broken and struggling away from Jesus 
rather than to propel us toward Him.

FAITH CAN'T FIX A FAULTY ROOF

 Let’s take a minute to explore the relationship between 
faith and works through the lens of a roof badly in need of 
repair and a homeowner who is laid up in the hospital unable to 
fix the faulty roof and, sadly, unable to cover his medical costs 
let alone pay for his roof to be repaired.

 Worried about the ongoing damage the faulty roof was 
causing throughout the rest of his home, the hospitalized man 
asks a friend to check on the condition of his roof and the rest 
of the house. Imagine this friend stopping by to report that 
things have gotten worse. Damage has spread from the roof to 
the living room, and something needs to be done ASAP. 
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Frustrated, the man lies in bed anxious and frustrated because of 
his inability to do anything about his situation 

 A week goes by, and his friend visits again. Instead of 
bad news, they come carrying good news that they’ve hired a 
contractor and the job is done. The roof is fixed, and the rest of the 
damage has been restored to an even better condition than before 
the damage occured. It’s finished. The job is done.

 At this moment, with this declaration, they invite the 
hospitalized man to put his mind at rest and trust their word about 
the repaired roof.

 When presented with this good news, the only options 
available to this homeowner are to (1) refuse to believe the news 
shared and continue in anxiety and frustration, or (2) believe the 
friend, relax in relief and gratitude that the job is finished, and 
enjoy the way they loved and served him.

 Would you say that an act of faith on this homeowner’s part 
counts as a work? No. He’s laid up in the hospital paralyzed and 
poor. He doesn’t have the physical ability or even the funds to hire 
someone to fix his roof.

 Would you say his act of faith caused his friend to work on 
his behalf? No. This was their idea, not the homeowner’s. Them 
carrying out this work involved no cooperation on his part at all. 
In fact, it never even occurred to this bedridden man to trust his 
friend until they told him the job was complete.

 You see, faith, at the end of the day, did nothing in this 
scenario except enable the man to enjoy this free gift from his 
friends. He contributed nothing to the restoration of his home. His 
only option, in light of this amazing news, was to trust and enjoy 
this gift, or pridefully disbelieve.

FAITH IS ONLY AS GOOD AS IT'S OBJECT
 
 As anyone who has ever been betrayed or swindled by 
someone they trusted will tell you, faith by itself isn’t inherently 
good. Faith and belief, in any instance (whether religious or 
irreligious), will forever be intrinsically tied to its object. This 
goes back to the point we made in Reclaim 1. The act of faith in 
Jesus (though a gracious gift) on our part accomplishes nothing. 
Instead, we’re trusting in the One who has already accomplished 
everything on our behalf. Since this is the case, we must view faith 
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as something that simply enables us to relate ourselves to 
someone else who has already done whatever needs doing.

 Maybe you thought that faith was the one thing you 
contributed to this whole salvation thing. Or perhaps you’ve 
prided yourself on being someone who believes in an age of 
indifference and skepticism. If you find yourself struggling 
at this point, maybe it’s because you subtly viewed your 
relationship with God as a two-way street. Sure, he did a ton of 
the heavy-lifting, but you brought the faith, hope, and love.

 We hate to be the ones to deliver this beautiful wound to 
you, but we’re all just objects of His indiscriminate and incessant 
love. We bring nothing to the table except sin and death and 
marvel at the One who swallowed them both up in His death 
and resurrection.

 This lopsided view of God and how we relate to Him (or 
how we become disciples) might frustrate you, but it doesn’t 
make it not true. This one-sided telling of the Good News is the 
essence of grace. Something we’ve mentioned in Reclaim 1 and 
Reclaim 2, but have yet to pause to consider a good definition.

ONE-WAY LOVE

 In our opinion, the best definition of grace comes from 
Paul Zahl's book, Grace In Practice:

Grace is love that seeks you out when you have nothing 

to give in return. Grace is love coming at you that has 

nothing to do with you. Grace is being loved when 

you are unlovable … . The cliché definition of grace is 

"unconditional love." It is a true cliché, for it is a good 

description of the thing. Let’s go a little further, though. 

Grace is a love that has nothing to do with you, the 

beloved. It has everything and only to do with the lover. 

Grace is irrational in the sense that it has nothing to do 

with weights and measures. It has nothing to do with my 

intrinsic qualities or so-called "gifts" (whatever they may 

be). It reflects a decision on the part of the giver, the 

one who loves, in relation to the receiver, the one who is 

loved, that negates any qualifications the receiver may 

personally hold … Grace is one-way love.
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 Sure, this message of reckless grace and scandalous love 
wars on our law-loving, fix-it-yourself hearts. However, if there 
were anything more for us to do, anything we had to bring to the 
table, we would never make it to dinner.

 "For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this 
is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, 
so that no one may boast." (Eph. 2:8-9)
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