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The Community of  
Disciples

• Called  (4:23, 9:9)

• Taught (5-7)

• Missioned (10, 28:16-20)

• Formed into Community (18)

• Warned (23-25)



Disciple - Μαθητής (mathetes) 

• μαθητής, οῦ, ὁ (1) as one 
who directs his mind to 
something learner, disciple, 
pupil (LU 6.40); (2) in a more 
technical sense disciple, 
apprentice; specifically in 
the NT as one who attached 
himself to a spiritual leader, 
such as Jesus. [Friberg]

• [DANKER] μαθητής
μαθητής,οῦ,ὁ [μανθάνω] 
‘one who learns through 
instruction under a teacher’ 
– a. pupil Mt 10:24f; Lk 6:40. 
– b. w. focus on committed 
attachment to a teacher



Discipleship in the Ancient World

• Diogenes Laertius describes how 
Xenophon was called by Socrates in terms 
reminiscent of Jesus’ calling of the 
disciples in the synoptic Gospels. 
(Vit.phil,2.48)

• In the tradition of the rabbis it was more 
common for the student to seek to attach 
himself to a respected teacher.

• There are examples of both in Matthew 
(4:18-20, 8:19-20, 9:9, 19:16-22)

• The Gospel also makes reference to the 
disciples of John the Baptist (11:2) and 
also to the disciples of the Pharisees 
(22:16). 

• Socrates then asked him, “Where 
do people become good and 
honourable?” Xenophon was 
puzzled by the question and 
Socrates said to him, “Follow me 
and learn”. From that time onward 
Xenophon was a disciple of 
Socrates.”



Discipleship in 
Matthew

In the Gospel of Matthew the 
disciple is called to: 

• Share a worldview (believing as 
Jesus believed) 

• Live a relationship of faith with 
someone who is more than a 
teacher

• Community 

• Mission



Discipleship in The Sermon on the Mount

• You are the salt of the earth 5:13
(Be what you are or be discarded!)

• You are the light of the world 5:14
(Be what you are for the glory of God!)

• Seek first the Kingdom of God and 
his righteousness 6:33
(Pay attention to what matters!)

• Jesus’ understanding of the Kingdom comes 
from his re- reading of Torah and the call to 
discipleship is rooted in this. This in turn 
informs how disciples are to pray:

• Our Father in heaven, 
hallowed be your name. 
Your kingdom come. 
Your will be done, on earth as it 
is in heaven. 
Give us this day our daily bread. 
And forgive us our debts, as we 
also have forgiven our debtors. 
And do not bring us to the time 
of trial, but rescue us from the 
evil one.

(Matt. 6:9-13)



The Relationship

Then Jesus went about all the cities and 
villages, teaching in their synagogues, and 
proclaiming the good news of the kingdom, 
and curing every disease and every sickness.

When he saw the crowds, he had compassion 
for them, because they were harassed and 
helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.

Then he said to his disciples, "The harvest is 
plentiful, but the laborers are few; therefore 
ask the Lord of the harvest to send out 
laborers into his harvest."

Then Jesus summoned his twelve disciples 
and gave them authority over unclean spirits, 
to cast them out, and to cure every disease 
and every sickness. (Matt. 9:35-10:1)

• In the transition between 
the narrative on the 
deeds of the Kingdom 
and the discourse on 
mission Matthew affirms 
the link between the 
work of Jesus and the 
role of the disciple. 



Jesus’ Faithfulness to his Mission 
arouses opposition and his disciples 
will share this experience:

• "A disciple is not above the teacher, nor a slave 
above the master; it is enough for the disciple to be 
like the teacher, and the slave like the master. If 
they have called the master of the house Beelzebul, 
how much more will they malign those of his 
household!” 
(Matt. 10:24-25)

• Then Jesus told his disciples, "If any want to become my 
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their 
cross and follow me. For those who want to save their 
life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake 
will find it. For what will it profit them if they gain the 
whole world but forfeit their life? Or what will they give 
in return for their life? (Matt. 16:24-26)



Disciples make up the 
Community Called 
Church

• Only Matthew of the four 
Evangelists uses the word Church -
ekklesia (16:18, 18:15,17).

• This is the word used for the 
assembly of the children of Israel 
in the OT – qahal in Hebrew (Deut
9:10)

• In Matthew, the community of the 
disciples represents the renewed, 
restored people of God sharing in 
his mission.



A Community of  
Disciples 
Characterised by:

• Humility 
(18:1-5)

• Concern for the “little ones” 
(18:6-14)

• Reconciliation
(18:15-20)

• Forgiveness and Mercy
(18:21-34)

“For where two or three are gathered in 
my name, I am there among them.” 

(18:20)



Discipleship and the Last Discourse (23-25)

• Warnings (to the crowds and the disciples 23:1) 
about hypocrisy and the utter failure of a 
certain type of religious leadership exemplified 
by the Scribes and Pharisees (23:1-29)

• They represent the polar opposite of everything 
Jesus’ ministry has been about.

• Parables of the Bridesmaids (25:1-12) and 
Talents (25:14-30) urge vigilance against 
complacency and passivity.

• Parable of the Last Judgment – based on the 
values that derive from Jesus’ reinterpretation 
of  Torah and the righteousness proper to the  
Kingdom of Heaven.



Matthew’s Community and Ours –

Matthew’s Church Then

• A small community on the 
margins

• Suspect because of claims in 
relation to a crucified rabbi

• An idea of God and an ethic that 
speaks to those weighed down by 
Greco Roman fatalism, decadence 
or by the religious legalism of the 
parent faith.

Our Church Now

• Post Christian culture, dominated 
by secular humanist outlook that 
relegates religion to the private 
sphere.

• As an institution in decline due to 
scandals, attitudes to women, and 
changes in attitudes to personal 
morality. 

• Approaches to Scripture –
relevance?



Bishop elect Deon K Johnson of Missouri in response to 
President Trump’s urging the Churches to open.

“The work of the Church is essential. The work of caring for 
the lonely, the marginalised, and the oppressed is essential. 
The work of speaking truth to power and seeking justice is 
essential. The work of being a loving, liberating and life-giving 
presence in the world is essential. The work of welcoming the 
stranger, the refugee and the undocumented is essential. The 
work of reconciliation and healing and caring is essential. The 
church does not need to “open” because the church never 
“closed”. We who make up the body of Christ, the Church, 
love our God, our neighbours and ourselves so much that we 
will stay away from our buildings until it is safe. We are the 
Church.” 

May 23rd 2020.

Does this statement exemplify a Matthean Church for our 
times: made up of disciples of the Servant Messiah?


