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“The Way of a Disciple” 

Introduction: After preaching what he thought was a rousing sermon on discipleship, a pastor 
was approached by a woman in his congregation who said this: “I just want to be a Christian. I 
don’t want to be a disciple. I like my life the way it is. I believe that Jesus died for my sins, 
and I will be with him when I die. Why do I have to be a disciple?”  

A few years ago, a George Gallup poll on Christian belief and behavior revealed that while 8 
out of 10 Americans consider themselves to e Christian, only about half could identify the 
person who gave the Sermon on the Mount, fewer still could name five of the Ten 
Commandments, and only 2 of 10 said they’d be willing to suffer in some way for their faith. 
As he probed deeper, Gallup discovered that there was really not much difference in the 
ethical behavior in those who went to church and those who didn’t. The levels of lying, 
cheating, and stealing were disturbingly similar.   

I have a hunch much of this has to do with the fact that the church may have settled for 
something less than what Jesus intended. When he says to his followers at the end of his 
earthly life: “Go and make disciples,” and when we hear him say in our text for this morning, 
“Whoever wants to be my disciple . . .” what does he mean? Can you be a Christian without 
being a disciple? Is there a difference between being a Christian and being a disciple? Should 
there be? And how does the cross figure into all of this? What we’ll see is that the way of a 
Christian is the way of a disciple, and that the way of a disciple is the way of the cross, and 
that the way of the cross is the way of loving, sacrificial service. 

I. A Disciple Defined 

 A. That the cross is at the heart of it all can be seen when, in response to Peter’s bold 
declaration, “You are the Messiah,” Jesus went on to reframe for Peter and the twelve what it 
means to be the Messiah. It does not mean an immediate throne and glory and victory, but 
involves a cross and suffering and death. Peter, we see, didn’t like the way Jesus was talking, 
and tried to talk him out of it. Any Messiah who would allow himself to be crucified must be a 
false Messiah, Peter reasoned. Jesus identified the voice of Satan in this logic as it was Satan 
who tried to get Jesus, during his time of testing in the wilderness, tried to tempt Jesus to 
skip the cross and go directly to glory, a glory that Satan would define. The cross, Satan had a 
hunch, would not be good news for him.  

 B. But not only did Jesus respond to Peter in a way that indicated he would not be 
skipping the cross, he then went on to say that any who would want to be his disciple could 
not skip the cross either: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take 
up their cross and follow me.”  Now the word “disciple” simply means learner. It describes 
one who, like an apprentice, is learning to become more and more like Jesus. This means that 
a disciple is one who is growing. Their lives are not static but their character, over the long-
haul, is changing, for the better. Through intentionality and training, they are leaving behind 
vices, or bad moral habits, and taking on virtues, or good moral habits. As a result, they not 
only know stuff, like who gave the Sermon on the Mount, and even some of what it says, but 
their character, over time, is being transformed, for their sake and also the sake of others. 

 C. Disciple is a significant word for us because unfortunately, the word Christian has 
come to take on a more transactional nature. Using accounting terms, our sin is described as 
a debt which we cannot pay, and the death of Jesus on the cross is described as a payment 



that satisfies and cancels our debt. The good news thus becomes a transaction which brings us 
the benefits of forgiveness of sin now and eternal life in the future. This, of course is true, 
but it is only the beginning.  It is to be only the beginning of a transformation in which we 
enter into the life-giving process of becoming more and more like Jesus, beginning now and 
continuing on into forever.  The transactional way of thinking does not affect much around us, 
or even ourselves, except to maybe encourage a few others to pray a prayer so that they, too, 
can join us in the next life. The latter, transformational, way of thinking affects everything—
ourselves and what’s around us—as well as our future. It lives as if the kingdom of God really 
is at hand, having been inaugurated by Jesus, and matters, now. It is the way of a disciple.    

 D. What’s interesting to note is that in the Bible, the word “Christian’ is only used 
three times, and twice is it used almost disparagingly to describe those who are associated 
with the fellow who calls himself Christ. But the word that is used dozens of times in the NT, 
first by Jesus and then by others, to describe his followers, is that of disciple. It means we 
are to become something, and something wonderful! What’s also important is to notice those 
to whom Jesus is speaking. Mark tells us that it’s not just the twelve anymore, but that Jesus 
had called the crowd in to listen also. This alerts us to the fact that being a disciple is not 
something that is reserved for an elite or superior class of Christian, like there are regular 
Christians and super Christians and it is our choice what team we want to sign up for.  

II. The Paradoxical Way of the Cross 

 A. Admittedly, what might be a bit scary and even off-putting about this disciple thing 
is that Jesus describes it as denying ourselves and taking up our cross, which sounds way 
strange in our self-fulfilling, self-actualizing, be-all-that-you-can-be culture.  One hears the 
word “disciple” and thinks of it as describing those who fast for days on end, who stay up all 
night praying, who never buys any new clothing, and generally looks unhappy!  

 B. But, paradoxically, living the way of a disciple is the way to finding and 
experiencing the life that is truly life! To deny yourself and take up your cross does not mean 
riding a bike instead of driving a Mercedes, or eating hot dogs instead of a steak, or putting 
up with a mother-in-law you wish you didn’t have! One can be a follower of Jesus in all kinds 
of vehicles, and on all kinds of diets, and in all kinds of families. Rather, denying self and 
taking up a cross has to do with allowing God, not self, to direct our lives, and to turn from 
doing our own will to doing his. This way was modeled by Jesus throughout his life, but 
certainly most pointedly in the Garden of Gethsemane. There, in an all-night prayer session, 
he wondered aloud if there wasn’t a way around the cross. Ultimately, he ended up declaring: 
“Not my will but Thine be done.” The way of a Christian is the way of a disciple, and the way 
of a disciple is the way of Jesus, and the way of Jesus is the cross, and the way of the cross is 
the way of loving, sacrificial service.  

 C. Interestingly, we see this highlighted in the two additional times Jesus talks about 
his suffering and death, prior to arriving in Jerusalem on Palm Sunday. After both of those 
declarations, we find the disciples arguing amongst themselves about who is going to be the 
greatest and who would get to sit in positions of authority in glory (9:33-34; 10:37-41). On 
both occasions, Jesus responds like this: “Anyone who wants to be first must be the very last, 
and the servant of all” (9:35; cf 10:44). This command is thus roughly parallel to his teaching 
to deny self and take up our cross after his first announcement of his suffering and death, and 
so seems to help define it more for us. The way of the cross is the way of loving, sacrificial 
service. 



Illustration: So the single mom who works three jobs to support her children is denying self 
and taking up a cross. The adult child who is taking care of an ill or ageing parent is denying 
self and taking up a cross. The young person who takes a stand among his or her friends for 
the truth of the Word of God is denying self and taking up a cross. Spouses who put their own 
needs aside to meet those of their husband or wife are denying self and taking up a cross. 
Parents who turn down more responsibility or advancement at work, in order to have more 
time to nurture their children, are denying self and taking up a cross. The church that devotes 
more of its budget to reaching those outside its walls rather than on those within, is denying 
self and taking up a cross. The church member who gives up a Sunday afternoon of television 
watching or shopping or golfing in order to serve the hungry and homeless is denying self and 
taking up a cross. 

 D. But here’s what Jesus knew, and here’s what we learn, punctuated by the day of 
resurrection: For those who are willing to lose their life, to those who are willing to live a life 
of sacrificial love, it means they will really find their life. “What good is it,” Jesus asks, “for 
someone to gain the whole world to get everything they seem to really want] yet forfeit their 
soul?” We might think we’re gaining the whole world by pursuing our own will, and it may 
seem rewarding for a while, but in reality, as Jesus put it: “Whoever wants to save their life 
will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me and for the gospel will save it.” It’s one of the 
many ways, I think, that we can begin to see the kingdom of God coming with power (9:1).  

So as we come to the table t receive the hospitality that Jesus extends to us, may we think 
about the way we might extend that hospitality to others, knowing that the way of a Christian 
is the way of a disciple, which is the way of Jesus, which is the way of the cross, which is the 
way of loving, sacrificial service. It is not just the means of future salvation but of real life, 
kingdom of God life, that begins now.     


