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discouraged, angry, depressed, hurting, and flawed because we 
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THE TIMELESS FUNCTIONS  
OF DISCIPLESHIP

 There’s been a considerable amount of ink spilled on 
the topic of discipleship. If you’ve been in and around this 
conversation for any length of time chances are you’ve had your 
fill of alliterated paradigms, leadership principles, clever language, 
and missional geometry. While a great deal of thinking and writing 
on the topic of discipleship has been helpful, some has served to 
complicate matters, or even worse, add pressure and performance 
to something that should otherwise be a source of joy in our lives.

 The same Jesus that offers rest also sends us into the world 
as missionaries (Jn. 20:21). We’ve already seen how the Scriptures 
marry the two, but let’s dive a little deeper into the timeless 
functions of being a disciple who disciples others.

TWO SHIFTS

 When you look at Jerusalem 2,000 years ago, you find 
a place plagued with various forms of religion. Even the good, 
gracious law given by God to Israel was perverted by Israel’s 
spiritual leadership, causing fear, guilt, and burn-out (Matt. 11:28-
30). Naturally, it wouldn’t make sense for another religion to 
explode on the scene and impact 65% of the Roman Empire in 
less than 300 years. Yet, this is what happened.

The question for our consideration — how did it happen?   
  
First, there was a shift in what was being said.
     
 The cross of Christ wasn’t the declaration of a new religion. 
Instead, it was the announcement that God has left the religious 
business altogether, solving all the world’s problems without a 
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shred of religious effort on anyone’s part. As Robert Capon put 
it, "In Jesus, God has put up a 'Gone Fishing' sign on the religion 
shop. He has done the whole job in Jesus once and for all and 
simply invited us to believe it." This message was a complete shift 
to everything the world had ever heard in the name of God.
     
Second, there was a shift in what was being done.
     
 By faith, those who believed in Jesus became a family 
and began functioning as a family, with God and with others (see 
Reclaim 6). These everyday people — known as the Church — 
believed they were "reconciled" to God, given "the ministry of 
reconciliation," and told by Jesus to, “go and make disciples…" As 
those who have experienced this message of freedom, our hearts 
long to see others experience the same.

EVERYDAY PEOPLE EXTENDING WHAT THEY ENJOY

 Connecting our experience to our mission is essential. This 
reality safeguards against the performance and pressure felt all too 
often in the "missional" conversation of our day.

 You may have heard us talk about the connection between 
enjoying and extending before, but it’s a human phenomenon that 
plays out around the globe in every culture and tribe. Like a rare 
barrel-aged stout, oceanside view, or an addictive new show — we
all naturally extend to others the things we enjoy.

 Consider how this relates to discipling others: 2 Corinthians 
5:18 tells us "All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us 
to himself and gave us the ministry of reconciliation."

 The invitation to extend the Good News of God’s gracious 
work of reconciling broken people (the only kind of people there 
are) to Himself, is a matter of extending to others what we have 
experienced and enjoy. This "ministry of reconciliation" is not like 
a telemarketing job — cold calling people to sell (from a script) 
services and products that you most likely don’t use or benefit 
from. God is inviting the reconciled to share the good news 
of reconciliation.

 From the man born blind to the woman at the well. From 
the demoniac to the cripple at the Beautiful Gate — this news of 
reckless love spreads throughout society, through discipleship, 
in the hands of every believer that’s experienced it’s healing 
and reconciling power.
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 And, because almost all of the movement we see in the 
New Testament came by way of unimpressive and often unnamed 
people, we can be confident Jesus’ plan is still the spread of His 
Church under the leadership of everyday people. He is using 
students and CEO’s, singles and stay-at-home moms, farmers 
and freelancers, physicians and pub owners alike in the unfolding 
of His Kingdom.  

THE GREAT COMMISSION IN SCRIPTURAL CONTEXT  
 
 In reclaiming this ancient truth, we have found value in 
looking at the details surrounding Jesus’ words in Matthew 28 
as we seek to share Good News within our postmodern/post-
Christian society. Going forward we will look at two things: (1) 
getting a better understanding of the mission Jesus gave us, 
and (2) obtaining a better understanding of the society we find 
ourselves in today. 

1) Understanding Our Mission

 Take a minute to read Matthew 28:18-20. The first thing 
Bible scholars will tell you to do when encountering the word 
"therefore," is to ask yourself the question, "What is 'therefore' 
there for?" The answer is in the preceding verse where Jesus 
reminds His disciples that all authority is given to Him in Heaven 
and on earth. In the same manner, Jesus made this chosen group 
of ragtag witnesses the carriers of his message, and He authorized 
them to “disciple.”

 Although it is agreed that the call of Jesus is paramount 
in these verses, there is often confusion on exactly what He 
commissioned His followers to do. "Go and make disciples of 
all nations," can be read a couple different ways. The standard 
approach has a bent towards being sent to other nations to make 
disciples. However, there are several reasons why this reading is 
problematic. A clearer understanding of this passage will help us 
see this mission as something for both here and other nations.

 The difficulty in taking a standard approach to Matthew 
28 is primarily because of the two verbs present in the passage: 
"go" and "make." Let’s start with "go" (brace yourself, this is a 
bit of needed grammar talk). Verbs come in two common forms: 
infinitive and participle. So for our example, it would be either "go" 
(infinitive) or "going" (participle). Most Bible translations render 
the word as "go," although the Greek word in the original
text is a participle. It should read "going," or "as you are going." 



124

 The other issue is the phrase "make disciples," and this 
is more of a theological dilemma. If someone is commanded to 
make disciples, the implication is that it is in their power to make 
it happen. However, as we interpret Scripture with Scripture, we 
find the One who makes disciples is God Himself; we simply point 
people to Him. The resolve here is to see the verb phrase “make 
disciples” as the act to “disciple” (as in, "I disciple Joe"). Although 
God is the One who makes disciples, the commission here to 
disciple people is the imperative. "Go, disciple people!"

 By putting both of these ideas together, the rendering of 
the text becomes, "Therefore, as you are going, disciple people of 
all nations, baptizing them..."

 With this reading, the pressure of a command is lifted 
and replaced with the natural organic flow of moving through 
life, watching for the Spirit-led opportunity to DISCIPLE! This 
translation removes the sense of compartmentalization of work, 
family, and ministry. It weaves the mission of discipling through all 
of life organically.     

QUESTION:  But if our mission is to "disciple," then what do we do 
with the work of evangelism?
     
 Neil Cole has pointed out that in the past the Church has 
created a separation in what it means to "disciple" labeling one 
camp Evangelism and the other Discipleship — often creating 
two different departments in the church known as Outreach and 
Teaching. To correct this misunderstanding, we must note the 
Greek word evangelion isn’t an "ism." It’s not something we do, but 
instead something we share, as the word simply means good news. 
In short, to evangelize is to proclaim the Good News of Jesus, and 
this is something we do whether we’re discipling someone TO 
Jesus (unbelievers) or discipling someone IN Jesus (believers).

 Most haven’t stopped to consider that most of the New 
Testament mentions of the gospel are written and applied to 
communities of people who already believe. It’s not accurate to 
view the gospel as a message strictly intended to be an entry point 
for those who don’t yet believe while thinking something else is 
needed for those who do. Tim Keller says it well: 

The gospel is not just for non-Christians, but also for 

Christians. This means the gospel is not just the A-B-C’s 

but the A to Z of the Christian life. It is not accurate to 

think ‘the gospel’ is what saves non-Christians, and then, 
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what matures Christians is trying hard to live according 

to Biblical principles. It is more accurate, according to 

Scripture, to say that we are saved by believing the gospel, 

and then we are transformed in every part of our mind, 

heart, and life by believing the gospel more and more 

deeply as our life goes on.      
   

MOVING FORWARD
    
 In light of the meaning unveiled in the words of Jesus in 
Matthew 28, and the discipleship efforts we see throughout the 
New Testament, we believe discipleship is best defined as
"relationships and spiritual conversations." We see five elements 
at work within these friendships and conversations, all of them 
undergirded by a trust in the Spirit to produce fruit. Knowing how 
to disciple someone, and growing in that knowledge, is important 
— but none of us are the Christ, or the Spirit, He sent into the 
world. The Spirit — who produces fruit in other’s lives when and 
how He chooses — is a much better disciple-maker than any 
system or process, therefore, we trust Him to produce fruit. 

 Built upon a foundation of trust we find these elements 
(expressed through relationships and spiritual conversations): 
     

• Being Present with the people in our lives 

• Listening to the people we are discipling 

• Sharing the person and promises of Jesus in light  
of where people are 

• Inviting people to trust Jesus, and find rest and delight  
in Him

 
• Teaching people to wait, watch, and walk in the fruit  

the Spirit produces       
 

5 ELEMENTS OF DISCIPLESHIP      
 
1/5: Being Present 
Intentionally Showing Up 
      
 While it may seem redundant to say we should be present 
with the people we are discipling, it needs to be said. Intentionally 
showing up in people’s lives is an often overlooked component of 
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discipleship. We’ve sadly grown to believe that we can reach our 
neighbors without living among our neighbors. "The Word became 
flesh and dwelt among us" (Jn. 1:14) is not merely a poetic turn of 
phrase — it's a demonstration of the incarnational and intentional 
love of God who came to live, laugh, love, work, slow down, eat, 
and converse among us. Because we live in Him (Gal. 2:20), we 
are ambassadors of Jesus (2 Cor. 5:20) who incarnate this way of 
life among the people in our lives. We are present among people. 
We intentionally show up for their sake, ready, willing, and able to 
listen to them, serve them, and proclaim Good News.

2/5: Listening 
Understanding The Stories

 Because adults learn on a need-to-know basis, there’s 
simply no way to disciple someone "where they are" if you don’t 
first... well, know where they are. Those who slow down with others 
to hear their stories will, over time, find out where people uniquely 
are in their journey. By listening, you’ll discover what they celebrate 
and what they struggle with. Eventually, as trust builds, people 
will begin to share all they’ve seen, heard, and done in the name 
of God and Church and will be interested in your input. But it all 
starts with listening. At every turn and in every place, we see Jesus 
pointing to truths that stem from what He heard people wrestling 
with. He knew where they were and simply met them there.
       
3/5: Sharing
Speaking Truth & Grace Into The Stories

 Being present and listening. These are two surefire 
components of any loving relationship and are non-negotiables 
when it comes to discipling those around you. Once someone has 
shared an aspect of their story you then have the opportunity, not 
to preach at them, but to share a part of your story that connects 
with theirs. It’s here that people can see you’re just like them. It’s 
here that you can share what God has shown and taught you in 
light of the topics and issues at hand. And it’s here that those who 
aren’t ready for "meat" (a look at the Scriptures) can be discipled 
where they are with "milk" (the truth and grace of Jesus through 
your story.)

4/5: Inviting
Encouraging Belief In Light of Where They Are 

 When someone hears the good news of Jesus, and how 
He has tangibly worked in your life, they often wonder about 
their next step. Instead of shying away from it, help them process 
what they are thinking and feeling in light of the conversation 
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you’re having. For some, the next step will be to continue the 
conversation — maybe even begin pressing further into the 
Scriptures. Others may need to consider what their lives and 
situations would look like if what you’re sharing about Jesus 
were true. Some, after being convinced of the truths (regarding 
Jesus) you’re sharing, will wonder how to connect with these 
things. It’s here that we invite them to believe and rest in these 
new realities. Regardless of where they are on thier faith journey, 
the invitation is to trust in Jesus and what He has declared in 
light of where they are.

5/5: Teaching
Helping People To Wait, Watch & Walk
    
 In Matthew 28:20 Jesus said, "... [teach] them to observe 
all that I have commanded..." Knowing this plays a crucial role in 
making a shift in our discipleship efforts — from teaching people 
what the Scriptures say — to teaching them to walk with Jesus.  
It’s a process of meeting them where they are and looking to  
what God has declared. It’s teaching them to WAIT on the Spirit  
as they seek Jesus, WATCH for where He is at work, and to WALK 
in the fruit the Spirit produces in their lives (see Reclaim 5 for  
more on this).
     

ADDING TRUST TO THE EQUATION

 While these timeless functions of discipleship are as 
relevant as ever, and non-programmatic discipleship has never 
been more needed, you and I are still just guests at the table Jesus 
has prepared for us. Trusting the King of the Kingdom enables us 
to play the long game in our relationships with those disinterested, 
dismissed, dissed, and run-down by the Church. Belief and trust 
in the, one, and the, only, true missional community at work in this 
world (God = Trinity) helps us to be okay with moving at His
speed and according to His timetable — not ours.

 Trusting in this way takes our eyes off of ourselves and 
helps create an atmosphere of ease and lightness with others —
the kind of calm and chill Jesus displayed when He was hanging 
out at the party at Matthew’s house (Matthew 9:10). Referring to 
discipleship relationships, a friend to our network once said: "We 
trip into the mystery of a certain Someone (Jesus) in someone 
else’s life and play along." Trusting allows us to move at the speed 
of Jesus in the lives of others. There’s really no other speed at 
which to move if you think about it.
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THE GREAT COMMISSION IN SOCIAL CONTEXT    
 
2) Understanding Society

 As you may already know, over the last thirty years, many 
strides have been taken, throughout the Church, to see the Gospel 
spread and lives changed: especially in areas such as music, 
design, teaching, architecture, literature, and the use of technology. 
We are grateful for the many faithful servants who have poured 
into these areas of ministry. However, after all of the countless 
hours spent on books, blogs, and conferences, George Barna 
reported Christianity, especially amongst Millennials, is at an all 
time low in the U.S. — and declining fast. 

 In fact, the Ferguson brothers, in their book Exponential, 
have provided us with further insight about the state of Church:
     

• 43,000 people leave the church every week in 
America.

• 35% of those 15-30 years old have no spiritual interest, 
the largest % in U.S. history.

• 96% of church growth is people moving from one 
church to another.

• Half the churches in the United States did not add one 
person through conversion last year.

As we look for solutions, we find two barriers: 

• Less than 20% of churchgoers have heard of and/or 
can articulate the Great Commission.

• 70% of society (80-90% in some cases) is 
uninterested in attending a church service of any kind.

This means: 

• The primary platform to reach people only interests 30% of 
the population.

• The primary people to reach others make up less than 20% 
of the church.

 With the weekend worship service being the primary 
ministry effort, employed by so many who hope to bridge the gap 
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gap between what is and what could be, we must ask ourselves: 
How are people outside the Church approaching faith today?

 Below are two trends that affect almost every aspect of 
culture among those who are not following Jesus alongside others: 

Social Media: People long for connection, so it’s only fitting 
that millions of people are trying to find it through several  
online platforms: Instagram, Twitter, Facebook, SnapChat, etc.

Cultural Fragmentation: Cities are no longer as homogeneous 
as they once were; instead they are splintered into many  
subcultures that are connected through common interest,  
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, religion, lifestyles, etc.

As a result of social media and cultural fragmentation, we can 
point to several impacts made on society as a whole:

Relational Void: Connection and real community are two  
different things, which is why so many people who are  
connected to others online still hunger for real-life relationships 
that involve time and space, and face-to-face interaction.

Rise Of Tribes: The "neighborhood" — as the socializing unit of 
society — has almost been replaced with — what Seth Godin 
has referred to as — "tribes." These affinity-based circles are 
where people are doing life with those who share a common 
interest and/or need.

 With the rise of tribal relationships and the decline of 
organized religious communities, more and more people will 
only trust an expression of the Church if their connection to it 
comes through a close, personal contact with someone they 
know and trust.

WHAT IT ALL MEANS
 
 What do these trends mean for the way people approach 
faith today? For those who did not inherit a sense of faith from 
their upbringing, it means they will approach their faith journey 
from a social and relational perspective. Two implications for the 
social path to faith in light of our mission to disciple:

Belonging Before Believing: Evangelistic services, tracts, and 
popular Christian speakers don’t have the same pull to make 
a person rethink their beliefs and behaviors as they once did. 
Sure, these things often have an impact for good on those 
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undergoing a personal crisis, but not so much with the many 
who feel "good to go" in life. It’s imperative we lean on these 
facts: (1) Jesus used the word “net” to describe the Kingdom 
of God in Matthew 13:47-50; 2) This word is only used once in 
the Scriptures, as it describes a very specific dragnet, used in 
Jesus’ day, that indiscriminately grabs every single thing in its 
path (bones, old boots, beer cans, and ... well, you name it.) 
3) Jesus said the contents of the net would not be separated 
until the net reaches the shore; and 4) He made it clear that 
the separating was His department — not ours. That said, we 
are free to do as Jesus modeled for us, to offer people a place 
to belong on their way to belief. Without it, there is no way to 
truly meet people where they are who are on a social path 
to faith. 

The Need For New Expressions/Communities: Sharing the 
Gospel through friendships can be both good and sufficient on 
its own, but only if these conversations lead to them belonging 
to other friends in the faith. As stated above, we are free to 
offer people a place to belong as they consider the Person and 
promises of Jesus. 

 Having the freedom to do something and doing it can often 
be two different things. With that said, we need to create not 
hundreds, or even thousands, but millions of new Church families 
that are conducive to the interests and rhythms of people’s lives — 
spaces where people can press into what it means to follow Jesus 
alongside of believers who can share what they found to be true.

 Our mission to disciple is one that exists because over two 
hundred million people in the U.S. (and billions globally) have not 
yet awakened to the freedom and family found at the table Jesus 
has prepared for them. It’s a mission God has invited every believer 
to join in this with Him.

 In today’s society, this mission requires relational capital, 
and relational capital requires time. And since people inside and 
outside the Church have limited margin, we will look next at a 
church structure that champions, rather than hinders, this reality.
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