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What exactly is a disciple? 6 characteristics  
Dan Fabricatore PhD 

 
Peruse any church purpose statement and you are likely to read something like, “Here at XXX 
XXX church, we are committed to making disciples of Jesus Christ,” or “our goal is to make 
full-fledged disciples in God’s kingdom,” or “we are committed to biblical discipleship and 
have several programs to facilitate this process.”  
 
The challenge often is determining what exactly a disciple is and how to arrive at that goal. 
People have various ideas of what the process of discipleship looks like. For some, discipleship 
is a multi-level program where people advance from one step to another. But even here there 
are disagreements. In a particular church tradition that process is more about introducing and 
teaching people about the history and values of the denomination. For others, the emphasis is 
on social awareness and unleashing people into service, whether in their particular local 
church or the world.  
 
My purpose is to briefly examine only what the New Testament states about a disciple.   
 
Terminology 
The term disciple is the Greek term mathētēs (μαθητής) and it basically means “a pupil, 
apprentice” or “adherent” (BDAG, s.v. “μαθητής,” 609-610). Our English word mathematics 
comes from this term, denoting one who is employed in the rigors of learning. This idea of one 
who is employed in the rigors or “discipline” of learning is validated in BDAG in terms of it lists 
the two major uses of the term: (1) one who engages in learning through instruction from 
another, pupil, apprentice, (2) one who is rather constantly associated with someone who has a 
pedagogical reputation or a particular set of views. The latter view is the dominant use in the 
New Testament and for good reason.  
 
The verb “make disciples” (mathēteuō – μαθητεύω) is only found four times in the New 
Testament (Matt 13:52; 27:57; 28:19; Acts 14:21). Matthew 13:52; 27:57; Acts 14:21 simply speak 
of those who become or had become disciples. Only Matthew 28:19 deals directly with the 
process of making disciples and it does so with an imperative verb: “make disciples” which 
Jesus commands. And the church is called to make disciples. As a matter of fact, in the Great 
Commission of Matthew 28:18-20, make disciples it is the only command!  
 

18 And Jesus came up and spoke to them, saying, “All authority has been given to Me in 
heaven and on earth. 
19 “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the 
Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, 
20 teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even 
to the end of the age.” 

 
The terms go, baptizing, and teaching are participles. They are attendant circumstantial 
participles, picking up some force from the main verb make disciples. The point is this: the 
emphasis is on making disciples and that is done while going and the manner in which it is 
done is baptizing and teaching. 
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Uses 
The term mathētēs (μαθητής) is used 261 times in the New Testament and all 261 uses are in the 
Gospels and Acts. Stated another way, of the 261 uses of mathētēs (μαθητής) in the New 
Testament, none are found in any of the New Testament epistles. This is a surprising fact in 
many ways. This does not mean that the epistles have nothing to say about the discipleship 
process. They clearly do.  
 
My purpose 
So much good material has been written or produced for local churches and much of it 
facilitates the discipleship process including teaching from the entire New Testament. I cannot 
comment on all of this here in a blog post or even in a short course like a GBI “Burst.” All I 
want to do is examine the teaching of Jesus to understand what he states about the nature and 
goal of a disciple. But first a quick examination of the book of Acts. 
 
Acts 
There are 28 uses of mathētēs (μαθητής) in the book of Acts and none of the uses adds any new 
information about the nature or goal of a disciple. They simply state the fact of the existence 
of a disciple.  These uses can be examined for oneself for validation (Acts 6:1, 2, 7; 9:1, 10, 19, 25, 
26 [2x], 38; 11:26, 29; 13:52; 14:20, 22, 28; 15:10; 16:1; 18:23, 27; 19:1, 9, 30; 20:1, 30; 21:4, 16 [2x]). 
In two uses we see that the disciples were filled with joy (13:52) and they were being 
strengthened in their souls (14:22).  
 
This means that only the gospels can inform us about the nature and goal of a disciple. 
 
Gospels 
The gospels contain the remaining 233 uses of the term mathētēs (μαθητής). Fortunately, the 
vast percentage of uses can be processed quickly for the very same reason as those found in 
the book of Acts. They simply are used in the narrative of the gospels in making reference to 
disciples. I have examined all 233 of these remaining uses (you’ll have to trust me on that) and 
have found that there are at best nine uses where Jesus addresses directly the nature and goal 
of a disciple. Among the 233 uses are examples of where we find Jesus addressing his disciples 
or his disciples and the multitudes and then giving teaching about how they were to live 
before God. For instance in Mark 8:34 Jesus summons the crowd with his disciples and then 
gives teaching on the cost of following him (8:35-38) and in Luke 12:22 Jesus addresses his 
disciples and teaches them about the nature of faith. I am not saying these are not applicable 
to “discipleship.” What I am saying is that these are not direct references to the nature of a 
disciple. All of what Jesus teaches is applicable to all who follow him. I only want to address 
those passages where Jesus states the nature and goal of a disciple. 
  
Uses of mathētēs (μαθητής) that directly denote the nature or goal of a disciple  
 
The nine uses of mathētēs (μαθητής) that bear directly on the nature and goal of a disciple are 
as follows: Matthew 10:24-25; Luke 6:40; 14:26-27; 14:33; John 8:31; 13:35; 15:8.  
 
When these nine uses of mathētēs (μαθητής) are examined, I believe they teach us 6 major 
characteristics about the nature and goal of a disciple. 
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A disciple of Jesus Christ: 
 
1. Seeks to become like Jesus in every way (Matt 10:24-25; Luke 6:40) 
2. Loves Christ more than anyone else in life including family (Luke 14:26) 
3. Is willing to sacrifice everything in the process of following him (Luke 14:27; 14:33) 
4. Completely follows the teachings of Christ without reservation (John 8:31) 
5. Loves fellow believers with the same love Jesus loves them (John 13:35) 
6. Glorifies God by bearing much fruit through abiding in Christ (John 15:8) 
 
I would now like to state each characteristic of a disciple with corresponding uses of mathētēs 
(μαθητής) and unpack each characteristic a bit. 
 
As we will see, there is no true discipleship within the local church that does not seek to 
produce these six characteristics in the life of the believer. These six truths are what Jesus 
himself said are needed and expected of a disciple. 
 
A disciple of Jesus Christ: 
 
1. Seeks to become like Jesus in every way (Matt 10:24-25; Luke 6:40) 
 

Matthew 10:24, 25 
24  “A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a slave above his master. 
25 “It is enough for the disciple that he become like his teacher, and the slave like his 
master. If they have called the head of the house Beelzebul, how much more will they malign 
the members of his household! 

 
Luke 6:40 
“A pupil is not above his teacher; but everyone, after he has been fully trained, will be like 
his teacher.” 
 
A true disciple or follower of Jesus seeks to become like Christ his teacher or master. Jesus 
is our model, our standard, of the kind of men and women we are called to become. Our 
goal is to be Christ-like in every way and the discipleship process must have this as its goal.  

 
2. Loves Christ more than anyone else in life including family (Luke 14:26) 
 

Luke 14:26 
“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 calls us to love him more than anyone else. And why not? He loved us and gave 
himself up for our sins. A disciple follows after Jesus and loves nothing more than he loves 
Jesus.  
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3. Is willing to sacrifice everything in the process of following him (Luke 14:27; 14:33) 
 

Luke 14:27 
“Whoever does not carry his own cross and come after Me cannot be My disciple.” 
 
Luke 14:33  
“So then, none of you can be My disciple who does not give up all his own possessions.” 
 
The cross is a scandalous symbol, denoting a one way trip to death. It is humiliation and 
agony and is very painful. And a disciple has no love of material things and can say with 
Martin Luther, “Let goods and kindred go, this mortal life also.” This life has nothing to 
offer the disciple, so that if he loses his possessions (Luke 14:33) or life itself (Luke 14:27), it 
matter nothing to the disciple. 
 

4. Completely follows the teachings of Christ without reservation (John 8:31) 
 

John 8:31 
So Jesus was saying to those Jews who had believed Him, “If you continue in My word, then 
you are truly disciples of Mine. 
 
One mark of a disciple of Christ is that they both know and follow his teaching. They 
continue or remain in it their entire lives. This does not mean they are perfect or never sin 
but their lives are characterized by lifelong following after Jesus and his word.  
 
This is a critical component of the discipleship process. If we are really going to become 
disciples of Jesus we will need to know, believe, and follow his teaching. Discipleship means 
complete indoctrination to the teaching of Christ. We need to know, believe, and hold to 
his teaching on everything: God, sin, salvation, prayer, the work of the Holy Spirit, the 
coming judgment of God, heaven, and hell. There is no discipleship apart from this demand 
of Jesus.  

 
5. Loves fellow believers with the same love Jesus loves them (John 13:35) 
 

John 13:35 
“By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.” 
 
The disciple of Jesus loves his fellow believer. The type of love was just mentioned by Jesus 
in 13:34: It is the kind of love with which Jesus loves us. The disciple of Jesus is called to a 
very high standard of love! 

 
6. Glorifies God by bearing much fruit through abiding in Christ (John 15:8) 

 
John 15:8 
“My Father is glorified by this, that you bear much fruit, and so prove to be My disciples. 
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We speak so much of glorifying God but in this one use of the term mathētēs (μαθητής), 
Jesus gives us one way of glorifying God that will occupy us all our lives. Here the entire 
passage (15:1-11) must be unpacked to see all that Jesus is teaching about fruit bearing. The 
disciple of Jesus, bears “much fruit” (15:5, 8) through an intimate relationship with Christ 
(15:4, 5) and this abiding in Jesus has an impact on prayer (15:7) as well.  

 
 
Summary 
We all want to obey Jesus and the call to “make disciples.” Jesus himself provides us with the 
nature of a disciple as well as the goal of each of his disciples. Though there are some 266 uses 
of the term μαθητής, we see that there are about nine uses of the term that have a direct 
bearing on the nature and goal of his disciples. These provide at least 6 characteristics of a 
disciple of Jesus.  
 
This brief overview has much room for improvement and expansion so any thoughts or 
criticisms are welcome. 
 
 
 
 


