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LEADER’S GUIDE

Session 1

Qualities of Discipleship:
An Adult Lenten Study

‘ Disciples Take Risks

Goal for the Session

Participants will explore how Jesus gave the disciples
the faith to take risks as they left everything to follow:
him and ponder ways to take risks in their own faith
journeys.

Preparing for the Session

* Read through the entire six-session study to get a
sense of its scope. Pray for yourself and the par-
ticipants.

* Adapt this session, and all sessions in this study,
for the needs of your group. There are often more
activities suggested than you may have time to
do. Also, read the “Teaching Alternatives” at the
end of each Leader’s Guide and consider whether
or not to substitute activities.

* If possible prior to the study, contact participants
and ask them to bring a journal—either a paper
version or an electronic tablet—to class. Plan to
provide paper and pens for those who do not
bring a journal. Send the study as an attachment
to them and ask them to read over Session 1 prior
to the first class meeting.

* On newsprint or a board, print the following
statements: “If necessary, I would leave my family

Session at a Glance

OPENING

® Respond to statements about family
e Pray together
EXPLORING

e Study definitions
e Explore the instant risk takers
e Examine those convinced to take the risk

e Discuss believing but not seeing

RESPONDING

* Journal on discipleship

CLOSING

e Continue reflecting
e Sing a hymn

¢ Close with prayer
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for...” “I would never leave my family under any
circumstances.”

* Also print the following question for Responding
activity 7 (but do not display it until the activity):
“Where and in what ways does following Jesus
involve risk taking for me?”

* In a hymnal or online, obtain the lyrics and
music to the hymn “Lord, You Have Come to
the Lakeshore” and arrange for accompaniment.
Recordings of the hymn can be found online if no

accompaniment is available.

Materials Needed

e Newsprint or board

e Markers

* Copies of the Participant Handout

e Paper

* Pens

* Bibles

* Copies of the hymn “Lord, You Have Come to the
Lakeshore”

* Copies of the session 2 Participant Handout

Opening (5 minutes)
1. Respond to Statements about Family

Welcome participants to the study. Invite them to form
pairs, choose one of the statements, and discuss their
response to it with their partner.

In the total group, invite volunteers to summarize
their responses to the statements. Then note that the
disciples who chose to follow Jesus left their families
to do so. Ask someone to read aloud the paragraph in
the Participant Handout immediately before the head-
ing “Messianic Hopes for a Warrior King” (beginning
“Many people find this story bewildering . . .”). Ask:
How do you respond to what this paragraph has to say
about the idea of leaving family?

Ask a volunteer to read aloud the first sentence of
the Participant Handout. Tell the group that over the
weeks of the season of Lent, they will have the oppor-
tunity to ponder what the first disciples learned from
Jesus and explore ways to become stronger and more
faithful disciples themselves.

2. Pray Together

Pray the following or a prayer of your choosing;:

In the midst of our busy lives, O God, we hear
your call to stop and contemplate what it means
to follow your Son, Jesus Christ. Open our hearts
to new understandings of what it means to be dis-

ciples. For it is in his name we pray. Amen.

Exploring (25 minutes)
3. Study Definitions

Ask participants to read over the introductory para-
graphs of the Participant Handout. Invite volunteers
to explain the differences between the terms mathetes
(disciple) and apostolos (apostle). Ask others to give

examples of the following;:

* persons who were numbered among “the Twelve”;
* persons designated as apostles;

* persons who were disciples.

Point out that, in“the study, participants will be
exploring in depth what it means to be a disciple of
Jesus—a person who submits him or herself to the
discipline of Jesus’ teaching. In this session, they will
examine how those called to be among the Twelve—
and later others, like Paul—took risks to do so, begin-
ning with the risk of simply choosing to follow Jesus.

4. Explore the Instant Risk Takers

Explain to the group that Matthew, Mark, and Luke are
called the Synoptic Gospels (from the Greek synoptikos,
“seeing the whole together”), because they tell much
the same story in essentially the same way. Say that two
Gospels, Matthew and Mark, tell the story of the calling
of the first disciples in very similar ways.

Have two volunteers read Matthew 4:18-22 and
Mark 1:16-20 aloud to the group. Discuss: What differ-
ences do you note in these two accounts?

Recall the opening activity when the group consid-
ered the idea of leaving family and livelihood to follow
Jesus. The writer of the Participant Handout observes
that the image of the father left in the boat is particularly
striking. Ask the group: Do you agree? Why or why not?

Ask participants to read silently the information in
the Participant Handout under the heading “Messianic
Hopes for a Warrior King.” Discuss: In the light of this
messianic context, the writer suggests that perhaps
the fishermen’s response was less an instantaneous
response than the realization of a lifelong hope. What
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The writer notes that at least one of those called later
by Jesus was not a Jewish radical. Who was it? What
do you think might account for his leaving behind his
wealth, reputation, and a stable government job?

How might the fishermen have heard Jesus” words
about the kingdom of God being at hand? How do you
define the realm of God?

5. Examine Those Convinced to Take the Risk
Invite the group to silently read Luke 5:1-5. Ask them
to compare and contrast this account with the ones in
Matthew and Luke. Ask: What details are the same in
Luke’s account? What is different?

The writer observes that in Luke’s narrative, Simon
Peter’s reaction is different than in Matthew and Mark.
Why do you suppose he showed fearful repentance?
Ask volunteers to read in turn the following: Acts 8:3;
Galatians 1:13; Acts 9:3-6; 1 Corinthians 15:8; Galatians
1:16. Ask:

e If conversion is a complete turnaround from pre-
vious actions, attitudes, and viewpoints, what
evidence do we have of Paul’s conversion?

* How does Paul’s life demonstrate risk-taking dis-

cipleship?

Ask participants to silently read the information
under the heading “Messianic Hopes for a Righteous
Holy One.” Invite volunteers to describe the two types
of messiah revealed in the evidence of the Dead Sea
Scrolls. Discuss:

* The writer suggests that the image of a Righteous
Holy One demonstrates a much more profound
and revolutionary messianic hope than the image
of a Warrior King messiah. Do you agree? Why or
why not?

* In what ways might it be a more dangerous risk to
become a part of a heavenly kingdom than to be
a part of guerilla warfare against Rome? How is

giving up one’s life to this ideal dangerous?

6. Discuss Believing without Seeing

Ask the group to quickly read over the information
under the heading “Believing without Seeing: Mes-
sianic Reality in John.” Also ask them to silently read
John 1:35-51. Invite a volunteer to summarize the infor-
mation under the subhead “Messianic Hopes Realized

in Jesus.” Discuss:

* The writer notes that John’s account of the calling
of the disciples is almost the reverse of that of the
Synoptic Gospels. What does she mean when she
says this call story could be characterized by the
phrase “come and see”?

* How have messianic hopes changed by the time

of the writing of John’s account—and why?

Responding (10 minutes)

7. Journal on Discipleship

Review with the group the three approaches to disciple-
ship revealed in this session: instant risk taking, where
the disciples responded immediately to Jesus’ call and
left everything to follow him; seeing is believing, where
the disciples witnessed something they wanted to be a
part of and were convinced to take the risk of following
Jesus; or believing without seeing, the process of listen-
ing, watching, and being known by Jesus that led to dis-
cipleship. Designate a corner or location in your space
for each type, and invite participants to choose and go
to the location that best describes how they came to fol-
low Jesus. If they are unsure which one best describes
their experience, encourage participants to choose the
one that is the best fit. Give these smaller groups a few
minutes to discuss their choice with others who made
the same choice.

In the total group, ask for volunteers from each group
to report one significant observation and one question
from their discussion. Then ask participants to spend a
few minutes writing a response to the posted question

in their journals.

Closing (5 minutes)

8. Continue Reflecting

Ask a volunteer to read aloud the final paragraph of the
Participant Handout. Encourage participants to con-
tinue to reflect on risk-taking discipleship in the coming
week, seeking to discern what they might be called to
risk as disciples. Distribute copies of the session 2 Par-
ticipant Handout (or plan to e-mail it) and encourage
participants to read it prior to the next session.

9. Sing a Hymn

Sing “Lord, You Have Come to the Lakeshore” together.
10. Close with Prayer

Pray the following or a prayer of your choosing:
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Holy God, guide us in a deeper understanding of
the discipline of responding to the compelling call
to follow your son. In the name of Jesus Christ we

pray. Amen.

Teaching Alternatives
Small Group Exploration of Risk Taking

In place of the exploring activities, form three small
groups and assign one of the forms of risk taking to
each: instant risk takers, seeing is believing, believing
without seeing. At intervals around your space, place
six newsprint sheets, each labeled with one of the fol-

i a7

lowing: “who,” “what,” “when,” “where,” “why,” and
“questions.” Explain that participants are to read the
section of the Participant Handout relevant to their
form, as well as any Scripture passages cited in that
section. Then they are to record their findings on the
appropriate sheet: who did Jesus call, what happened,

when did it happen, where, and why (what was the

messianic context), and any guestions. After allowing
time for groups to work, give everyone time to move
around and read the sheets. In the full group, discuss

insights or questions about risk-taking discipleship.

Ponder Discipleship and Family
Invite the group to revisit the statements to which they

responded in the opening activity. Invite discussion

from the group as to what they think Jesus meant by
his statements about leaving family. Ask: What do you
think Jesus is asking of his disciples—and of us—when
he speaks of leaving family and home behind?

Ask participants to consider what in their lives really
holds the highest priority for them—is it family mem-
bers, lifestyle, job, money, or some other commitment?

Encourage them to ponder this in the coming week.
Key Scriptures

Matthew 4:18-22
Mark 1:16-20
Luke 5:1-11

John 1:35-51

Acts 9:3-6

1 Corinthians 15:8
Galatians 1:16

Martha Bettis Gee, a writer, editor, and educational
consultant, is retired from the Presbyterian Mission Agency,
where she served as Associate for Child Advocacy and
Networking.
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PARTICIPANT HANDOUT

Session 1

Qualities of Discipleship:
An Adult Lenten Study

‘ Disciples Take Risks

Introduction

The six weeks before Easter Sunday is the season of
Lent, a time for Christians to meditate on their commit-
ment to Jesus and resolve to be stronger and more faith-
ful in discipleship.

Like us, Jesus’ first followers were far from perfect.
The Gospels often portray the twelve disciples as bum-
bling, afraid, thick headed, and weak. Jesus frequently
had to correct their expectations of him and of their
discipleship. They abandoned Jesus in the time of his
greatest need. But these disciples drew so much courage
and conviction from Jesus” example of self-emptying
love that they left behind the lives they had known,
and some risked their lives to become “apostles” (those
who are sent out) to proclaim the gospel and form the
church. As members of the body of Christ today, we can
learn from what Jesus taught the first disciples.

Before going further, it is necessary to distinguish
between the terms “disciple” and “apostle.” A disciple
(mathetes) was a student. To “follow” someone was to
submit to the discipline of that person’s teaching. Thus,
many of the people, both men and women, who fol-
lowed Jesus on “the Way” could be called disciples. The
twelve disciples that Jesus appointed were a distinct
group amonyg all the people who followed Jesus. Jesus

often treated “the Twelve” as insiders who received

special instruction and who were entrusted with con-
tinuing Jesus’ mission to proclaim the kingdom of God
as apostles.

An apostle is someone who is sent out with a partic-
ular message or mission. The Greek term apostolos liter-
ally means “someone sent out.” The verbal form means
“to commission, to send.” In the early church, “apos-
tle” became an official role that was distinctive from
other important roles in the church, including disciple,
teacher, prophet, etc. (1 Cor. 12:27-30; Eph. 4:11). The
church recognized that the apostles had authority to
interpret who Jesus was and what he said. Eleven of the
twelve disciples became apostles (Acts 1:25), sent out
into the world as emissaries of Christ. Paul also claimed
the title apostle (Rom. 1:1; 11:13; 1 Cor. 1:1; 9:1; Gal. 1:1).
Among others specifically called “apostles” were Mat-
thias (Acts 1:26), Barnabas (Acts 14:14), Andronicus
and Junia (Rom. 16:7), and James (Jesus’ brother [1 Cor.
15:7; Gal. 1:19]), though others such as Epaphroditus
(Phil. 2:25), Titus (2 Cor. 8:23; Gal. 2:1), Timothy (2 Cor.
1:1; Col. 1:1), Judas (called Barsabbas), and Silas (Acts
15:22) were also considered apostles.

Over the next six weeks, we will ponder how Jesus:

* gave the disciples the faith to take risks as they
left everything to follow him; gave the disciples

courage through God’s calming presence; taught
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that learning and devotion are requirements of
discipleship; corrected their aspirations to great-
ness and taught them humility with the image of
taking up the cross;

* sent the disciples out in twos to work together in
community; and

* demonstrated perseverance in the darkest hours.

Faith to Take Risks

The first risk that Jesus’ disciples took was to follow
him. Later, as apostles, they would take many more
risks in spreading the gospel, and some of them were
martyred in doing so. But the initial decision to follow
Jesus was the first risk that each one took.

Jesus called a lot of people who did not take the risk
of becoming his disciples. Some were discouraged by
the itinerant lifestyle and the requirement that they
leave their homes (Luke 9:57-62). Some were unable to
give up their possessions (Matt. 19:21; Mark 10:21; Luke
18:22). Jesus did not condemn these people who could
not say yes. In fact, it seems that Jesus understood. He
told would-be disciples that they were wise to count the
cost, and he felt love for a rich young man who turned
away saddened because he could not give up all he
had to follow Jesus.

This session examines portrayals of people who
decided to risk following Jesus and explores what this
risk entailed. Some took the plunge without question,
while others came to a more gradual decision. No mat-
ter the nature of their initial response, they all made a
life-changing and lifelong.commitment.

In some of the stories of Simon Peter, Andrew, James,
and John (Matthew 4:18-22 and Mark 1:16-20), Jesus
said, “Follow me,” and they immediately left their
boats to follow him. The parallel story in Luke 5:1-11
recounts how the fishermen were convinced to follow
Jesus after he demonstrated the abundance of God’s
love in the miraculous catch of fish. Their response was
immediate upon seeing this miracle. Saul of Tarsus also
made a decision to follow Christ after a miraculous
vision of the risen Lord (Acts 9:3-6; 1 Cor. 15:8; Gal.
1:16). The playful account in John 1:35-51 relates more
of a process than an instant decision. The disciples
heard about Jesus, observed him, were curious, spent
time talking to him, and then stayed with him. The dis-
ciples assumed the risk more gradually, but they took
it on completely.

The Instant Risk Takers
In the Synoptic Gospels (i.e. Matthew, Mark, and Luke),

the stories of Jesus calling the first disciples are stun-
ning in their directness and simplicity. Jesus called,
and the fishermen dropped everything and followed
him. They left behind their livelihoods and family (the
image of the father left sitting in the boat is striking)
and followed him. In Luke’s account, they at least got
to see a miracle before deciding.

One might deem the fishermen’s behavior delu-
sional. If one of our friends or family members simply
got up and walked away to follow a charismatic per-
son who beckoned to them, we would suspect illness
or brainwashing. No doubt we would try to talk sense
into them or rescue them. In fact, this is what Jesus’
own family attempted to do when they heard about
the crowds following Jesus. They “went out to restrain
him, for people were saying ‘He has gone out of his
mind”” (Mark 3:21). The Gospels do not tell us how the
disciples’ families reacted to their risk-taking behavior,
but we can conjecture from the example of Jesus’ family
that there must have been some concern, if not out-and-

out attempts to stop them.

The first risk that Jesus’

disciples took was to follow him.

Something about Jesus made these fishermen take
what must have seemed to most people like a foolhardy
risk. The kingdom of God overpowers some people
that way. Jesus told parables about “going all in” when
one finds the kingdom. In the parable of the pearl, for
example, he says that the kingdom of God is like a pearl
so fine that one would immediately sell everything to
buy it (Matt. 13:45-46). Evidently, Simon Peter, Andrew,
James, and John saw the kingdom of God in Jesus, and
they left everything to have it.

Many people find this story bewildering. With the
exception of Christians who join a religious community
that takes care of their basic needs, most Christians rely
on the stability of work, home, and established commu-
nities. Though Jesus said not to worry about food and
clothing and other necessities (Matt. 6:24-34), it seems
foolhardy to add to the ranks of people who truly are in
need. Moreover, most of us would consider it irrespon-

sible, even criminal, to abandon our families. Christians
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wonder why the disciples took this radical risk and
what this story has to do with discipleship today.
- D
Did the Disciples Leave
Their Families Forever?
Evidently, the disciples went home from time

to time (Jesus and the disciples visited Peter’s
mother-in-law), and their wives went with them
on missionary journeys. Paul mentions some of
the apostles, including the brothers of Jesus and
Cephas (Peter), were accompanied by “believing”
wives (1 Cor. 9:5).

N J
Messianic Hopes for a Warrior King

Without attempting to undermine the profound effect

Jesus as a person had on these risk-taking disciples, we
can consider how the historical and cultural context
in which they lived played a part in their immediate
response to Jesus. Jesus began his ministry in Galilee, a
region in which many Jews lived who longed to over-
throw Roman rule and take back their land. In Judea, to
the south, Jews remained fairly stable under imperial
rule, but in far-off Galilee, the rhetoric of revolt sim-
mered. Jesus and his disciples lived in a place that had
the reputation of being a hotbed for dissidents. Jose-
phus, a Jewish historian of that time, said that almost
all the armed revolts and guerilla warfare against Rome
began in this region. One of the most powerful expres-
sions of Jewish hope for freedom was the expectation
of a messiah in the line of David who would restore
Israel to political autonomy and holiness under God.
For many Jews, the “kingdom of God” would be an
actual earthly kingdom that God’s messiah would
establish after overthrowing the Romans. In the midst
of this sort of frustrated expectation, Jesus appeared on
the Galilean lakeshore, preaching the kingdom of God
(Matt. 4:13-17). He called out to four fishermen (Matt.
4:18-22). Given the radical nature of Galilean messianic
hope, perhaps these fishermen'’s response was not an
instantaneous decision but the realization of a lifelong
hope. We simply do not know how much they might
have heard about Jesus before he called them, or if they
knew anything at all.

But revolutionary hopes could not have been the
whole story. At least one of the people Jesus called to

discipleship was not a Jewish radical. Rather, he was a

tax collector who benefited from the imperial system.
When Jesus said to Levi, “Follow me,” Levi got up, left
everything, and followed him (Luke 5:27). The story
does not tell us Levi’s reasons, but apparently he left
behind his wealth, reputation, and a stable government

position to follow Jesus.

Seeing Is Believing: Convinced to
Take the Risk

In Luke’s version of the story of Jesus’ calling the four
fishermen, Jesus does not immediately call them but
simply gets into Simon’s boat: Simon (called Peter)
must have recognized something in Jesus, because he
agreed to take him out from shore so that Jesus could
teach the crowds, and he further humored Jesus by let-
ting down the nets—again—after a fruitless night of
fishing, at Jesus’ bidding (Luke 5:1-5).

The next thing Simon Peter knew was that the nets
were filled with so many fish that another boat had to
come help pull them in, and there were still so many
fish that the boats began to sink (5:6-7). Simon Peter
saw a miracle of God’s overwhelming abundance, and
he was so startled that he fell to his knees and confessed
himself to be a sinner unworthy to be in Jesus’ presence
(5:8). Unlike the story in Matthew and Mark, Luke’s
version shows fearful repentance rather than zealous
abandon in Simon’s initial response. “Do not be afraid,”
Jesus tells Simon. “From now on, you will be catching
people” (5:10). Simon’s brother and some of Simon’s
fishing partners who had helped pull in the miraculous
catch of fish (including James and John) promptly left
their boats and nets to follow Jesus (5:11). They took
the risk of being Jesus” disciples because they had wit-
nessed something they wanted to be part of, even if
they didn’t fully understand it.

The story of Saul of Tarsus who became the apostle
Paul is a dramatic example of risk-taking discipleship.
Saul began as an ardent opponent of the church (Acts
8:3; Gal. 1:13) until he had an encounter with the risen
Christ (Acts 9:3-6; cf. 1 Cor. 15:8; Gal. 1:16). Before this
experience of Jesus, Saul was dragging people off to
prison (Acts 8:3) and “breathing threats and murder
against the disciples of the Lord” (Acts 9:1). Afterward,
he risked everything and eventually his life to tirelessly
proclaim the gospel, found churches, and become an

outspoken defender of the mission to the Gentiles.
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Messianic Hopes for a Righteous
Holy One

A warrior king was not the only type of messiah for
which Jews of Jesus’ time hoped. The Dead Sea Scrolls
reveal that some Jews expected fwo messiahs: one a
king like David to subdue the Romans and one a high
priest who would restore right worship and devotion
to God in the Jerusalem temple. Even though Jesus’ dis-
ciples were from Galilee and immersed in anti-Roman
rhetoric, they also had a spiritual hunger and recog-
nized Jesus as God’s Holy One. While Jesus’ statement
“I will make you fish for people” could be construed as
a slogan for gathering freedom fighters, Jesus” words
were an appeal to something much more profound and
revolutionary in Jewish messianic hopes. In the con-
text of Jesus’ message to “Repent, for the kingdom of
heaven has drawn near,” Jesus was not calling the disci-
ples to fight against an earthly kingdom but to become
part of the heavenly kingdom. In many ways, this was
a risk more dangerous than joining the guerilla warfare
against Rome, because it involved giving up one’s life
in a different sort of way. It also undermined Roman
authority, just like fighting against Rome did.

Believing without Seeing: Messianic
Reality in John

The Gospel of John’s version of discipleship is almost
the reverse of the Synoptics. Instead of Jesus calling to
certain people to follow him, people started following
Jesus around. People followed Jesus because John said,
“Look, here is the Lamb of God!” (1:36), or a brother
said, “We have found the Messiah” (1:41). Some of the
would-be disciples seemed cautious at first. Jesus asked
them what they were looking for. They asked where he
was staying (“abiding”), and he told them, “Come and
see” (1:39).The disciples did come and see and ended
up remaining with (“abiding in”) Jesus. Their decision

In whatever fashion a Christian
becomes a disciple of Jesus,
the end result is the same:
there is no turning back.

to follow Jesus was not instantaneous, as it seemed to
be in the Synoptic Gospels’ versions. Rather, their deci-
sion came after a process of listening, watching, and
being known by Jesus. John recounts this process with
a touch of playfulness and humor as Jesus, like the Pied
Piper, gathers a collection of curious followers who are

mesmerized by him.

Messianic Hopes Realized in Jesus

The Gospel of John reflects an understanding of disci-
pleship written a generation or two-later than the Syn-
optic Gospels. In John, there is no evidence that people
were looking for a revolutionary warrior-king messiah.
Instead, the emerging church was showing signs of
splitting away from its Jewish roots, from fervent hope
in a messiah-to-come to full acceptance that the Mes-
siah already has come: In John, Jesus and the disciples
are still Jewish but are becoming separated from other
Jews who'do not accept Jesus as the Messiah. At one
point; Jesus addresses some “Jews who had believed in
him” (past tense) about becoming true disciples, but he
finds that they now consider him a blasphemer (8:31-
59). Jesus also encounters Jews who are on the fence;
they are afraid to confess Jesus as the messiah, because
they will be expelled from the synagogue (9:22).

In this troubled time, which reflects the situation of
the church some years after Jesus’ time, discipleship
required people to break away from their families and
communities even if they had never seen Jesus face-to-
face. They had to believe in him through the testimony
of others. Embedded in John’s crucifixion narrative is a
parenthetical aside addressed to the reader: “He who
saw this has testified so that you also may believe”
(John 19:35; see also 21:24). Thus, when the disciples
first encounter Jesus in this Gospel, they follow him,
but they also “come and see” if the testimony they have
heard is true (1:35-50).

The Gospel of John no longer waits for a messiah.
The Gospel of John has found the Messiah. By the end
of the Gospel, the path to discipleship no longer results
from “seeing” but from “believing.” Jesus tells a doubt-
ing disciple: “Have you believed because you have
seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet

have come to believe” (20:29).
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Conclusion

Jesus’ call to discipleship poses a challenge and a risk.
Jesus calls, and some people take the risk (as in Mat-
thew and Mark). Others experience Jesus’ teaching and
power and then take the risk (Luke). Then there are
those who start to follow Jesus out of curiosity, because
they have heard about him, and then they risk making
their commitment permanent (John).

In whatever fashion a Christian becomes a disciple

of Jesus, the end result is the same: there is no turning

back. We can be bowled over in an instant or take our
time counting the cost, but when the decision is made,
a disciple must accept the consequences of that risk,
which is to continue Jesus’ mission in the world.

Marianne Blickenstaff is managing editor for Interpretation:
A Journal of Bible and Theology at Union Presbyterian
Seminary. She also teaches biblical studies at Belmont
University in Nashville.
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