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In the gospels we find again a disconnect between certainty and confidence, or information and 

relationship, bringing discomfort in dealing with our subject, Christian nurture.  Esther Lightcap Meek in 

Loving to Know sets the table for us: 

In Christian discipleship, where the dichotomous default has silently spread its destruction, passion and 

faith have been linked to relationship, and theology has been linked to knowledge.  People have fallen in 

love with Christ, and thus felt the pull to training in Christian scholarship and ministry.  But that training 

has been “knowledge,” as opposed to passion, worship, and relationship.  This is radically abetted by the 

subtext in all Ph.D. training; thus professors are inadvertently deeply inclined to the default.  Where this 

defective default has persisted, the posture assumed in theological study has been at best the critical 

scholar, at worst, the criticizing theological information-gatherer and doctrinal impurity police.  But if 

knowing is convenantally interpersonal, most effective when it invites the real, this default-contorted 

posture inhibits knowing and damages reality.  And in Christian scholarship, theology, and ministry—

where knowing God involves convenantal response in relationship, entering and living out the biblical 

story—the defective posture is sharply incongruous.  It tacitly tattles of a life and epistemic approach 

still clueless regarding the radical implications of the redemptive gospel.  I think it is fair to say that it 

fails to keep in step with the Spirit. 

Fixation on—as opposed to artfully indwelt attendance from—Scripture, doctrine, theology, and 

religious information or content, is what yields this incongruity.  This is the difference between legalism 

and obedience, also.  And it is the difference between knowledge and wisdom.  139 

All of life is about knowing God as Lord…  All that is known into existence by him is thereby dependent 

on him, existing for his praise, before his gaze in interpersonal relationship with one who both 

transcends (in authority and power) and is near (in intimate solidarity)—as the best sort of father-child 

relationship, the best sort of king-subject relationship.  155 

Taught = didaktos 

NIDNTT, Vol. 3 

In the New Testament didasko occurs 95 times, of which 38 are in the Synoptic Gospels, 9 in John…  It is 

the unanimous testimony of all the Synoptic writers, and one that doubtless coincides with historical 

reality, that Jesus ”taught” publicly, i.e. in synagogues (Mat 9:35; 13:54; Mk 6:2; etc.), in the temple (Mk 

12:35; Lk 21:37; Matt 26:55 etc.) or in the open air (Mat 5:2; Mk 6:34; Lk 5:3 ect.)…  In 13 places in the 

Gospels didasko is used absolutely as a comprehensive term for Jesus’ preaching (Mk 2:13; 6:6; 10:1; 

12:35; `4:49; Lk 4:15; 13:22, 26; 19:47; Mat 4:23; 9:35; 111).  In addition, the verb is also used to denote 

his preaching and teaching in given situations (Mk 1:21 f.; 4:1 f.; 8:31; 11:17; Matt 5:2; 21:23; Lk 5:3, 17; 

6:6; 13:10).  761 

What did Jesus teach when on earth?  In brief, the answer is God, his kingdom and his will, all themes of 

contemporary Judaism, which Jesus, in the manner of a rabbi or a prophet, spoke about in his 

conversations with the Jews.  He differed from his rabbinic counterparts not in his subject-matter but in 
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the radical way he handled it, consistently applying all he said to concrete situations in man’s life with 

his fellow-man, and involving himself personally in the subjects under discussion…  Instead of giving 

merely theoretical teaching about God, his providence, his grace or his wrath, Jesus shows God’s 

goodness and wrath at work in concrete situations (Lk 15:1 ff.).  Instead of speculating on the kingdom 

of God he announces its nearness (Mk 1:15) and so issues a call to repentance and to a change of 

behavior (Mk 7:15; Mat 5:21 ff.).  And instead of inculcating the type of legal casuistry which seeks to 

ensure salvation, he tells his hearers: “Whatever you wish that men would do to you, do so to them” 

(Mat 7:12).  762 

It is now clear, in retrospect, that the original teaching of Jesus (made up of discussions on the law, 

words of wisdom and announcements of God’s nearness, i.e. exhortations coupled with commands) has 

been specifically interpreted in the Synoptic Gospels.  In several important passages of Mark and Luke, 

the preacher has become the one who proclaims himself; the Christology implicit in Jesus’ teaching has 

become the direct and explicit Christology of the church’s faith.  The rabbinic sense of didasko (i.e. that 

of the Hebrew limmad) has been replaced by the meaning “to proclaim salvation”.  Despite this, 

however, and especially in Matt, the verb, can still mean to teach in the sense of to command, or even 

to expound.  Our investigations have therefore shown that the Synoptics’ use of didasko is similar in 

form to that of the LXX and so in some measure to that of the rabbis: it does not convey the idea of 

developing a person’s abilities but rather of instructing him in how to live; it also involves addressing him 

personally with commands based on the interpretation and declaration of God’s will.  763 

In the Johannine writings the word occurs in the Gospel 9 times (Jn 6:59; 7:14, 28, 35; 8:2, 20, 28; 9:34; 

14:26; 18:20).  Apart from Jn 8:28; 14:26, 9:34 Jesus himself is the subject of the verb, while the theme 

of the teaching is always the message of Jesus as the one who reveals God; it is a message which 

demands faith and is recognized as the true message from God only by him who believers…  One of the 

two instances in the NT of didaktos, taught, occurs in Jn 6:45 in the quotation from Isa 54:13, where 

those who come to Jesus are seen as fulfilling the prophecy, “And they shall all be taught by God.” It is 

God himself who draws men to Jesus.   

Disciple, Follow 
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Men are dependent upon one another and their lives are shaped by each other in many ways.  

Sometimes it is through a casual relationship, an interested companion or hanger-on.  But it may be the 

more lasting relationship of a pupil or disciple to his master or teacher.  In the NT, the words connected 

with discipleship are applied chiefly to the followers of Jesus and describe the life of faith.  Akoloutheo 

(follow) denotes the action of a man answering the call of Jesus whose whole life is redirected in 

obedience.  A mathetes (disciple) is one who has heard the call of Jesus and joins him.  Mimeomai 

(imitate) can be distinguished, in so far as it mainly emphasizes the nature of a particular kind of 

behavior, modelled on someone else.  The preposition opiso (after) is characteristic of the call to follow 

Jesus.  480 

Follow = akoloutheo 

The corresponding OT phrase is halak, lit. go behind (1 Ki 19:20)…  There are no OT precedents for the 

more specific NT usage of akoloutheo.  481 
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The very nature and restricted use of the NT occurrences of these words is of importance.  Akoloutheo 

appears almost exclusively in the gospels: 56 times in the Synoptics and 14 times in John…  The word has 

special significance where it refers to individuals.  On Jesus’ lips it often appears as an imperative, as 

when he calls the disciples (Mat 9:9; 19:21; Jn 1:43; 21:19 ff.).  akolutheo is always the call to decisive 

and intimate discipleship of the earthly Jesus.  It always points to the beginning of discipleship.  John 

hints at its spiritual implications for fellowship with the Exalted One (especially 12:26 ff.).  481-482 

Disciple = mathetes  

Classical Greek Literature:  In Homer’s writings manthano has the sense of adapting oneself, preparing 

for, growing accustomed to…  manthano denotes the process by which one acquires theoretical 

knowledge.  483 

New Testament:  The verb manthano occurs only 25 times in the NT and only 6 times in the Gospels, 

where one would have expected it most as a mark of discipleship (3 times in Mat, 1 in Mk, 2 in Jn, once 

in Lk and Acts).  Much more common in the NT is didasko, teach.  The noun mathetes occurs 264 times 

in the NT, exclusively in the Gospels and Acts.  It is used to indicate total attachment to someone in 

discipleship.  The secular Greek usage of the word in the sense of apprentice, pupil or student is not 

found.  The verb manthano means learn, following secular Greek usage, in Acts 23:27 and Rev 14:3.  In 

some cases it is debatable as to whether the word is used in the OT or a secular Greek sense (cf. Gal 3:2; 

Eph 4:11; Col 1:7).  In many passages it is used in the specifically OT sense of lamad, learn the will of 

God, or learn to direct the whole of one’s human existence towards the will of God.  This is the case with 

those usages of manthano which refer directly to the will of God, as it comes to the hearer in Jesus (Mat 

9:13; 11:29; Jn 6:45; cf. Mk 13:28).  Jesus himself is the central point of reference, where alone man can 

know the will of God (Mat 11:29).  In living and preaching the compassion of God, Jesus does not 

introduce a new Law which must be learnt.  Instead he restores to the Law its original function of 

enabling men to recognize the will of God and directs men to it.  Learning here is not appropriation of 

knowledge.  It comes about through “the surrender of one’s own judgment” and keeping oneself open 

to the word of the Father which leads men to follow Jesus (Jn 6:45).  Learning here includes the OT 

emphasis on doing God’s will.  In concrete terms it means putting one’s faith in Jesus and following him 

in his work of compassion (cf. Mat 9:13).  486 

The main interest in this word-group in the NT falls on the noun mathetes.  The evangelists who, as we 

saw, are the only ones to use the word probably took it over from Hellenistic Judaism.  But despite 

possible overtones of the figure of the Rabbinical talmid, it is given a completely new character through 

its association with Jesus.  That they found the word with a wider frame of reference is also clear from 

the fact that it was used in circles unrelated to Jesus, such as the disciples of John the Baptist (Mat 

11:2)… the disciples of Moses (Jn 9:28), and the disciples of the Pharisees (Matt 22:16).  487 

It is indisputable that the earthly Jesus called men to be his disciples and to follow him.  But today we 

cannot draw a completely clear picture of discipleship under the historical Jesus.  No doubt, the nature 

of discipleship of Jesus was determined right from the beginning by his own person to which his disciples 

bound themselves.  But despite questions and uncertainties, we can set out a list of characteristics of 

discipleship at the time of the historical Jesus.  (a) clearly, Jesus came forward like a Rabbi or Scribe.  He 

taught and discussed like one (Mk 12:18 ff.)… One can see a parallel with the Rabbis of Judaism in that 

Jesus gathered a circle of disciples around him.  But at several decisive points Jesus went beyond the 
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recognized limits for a Rabbi, and this gives the disciple-master relationship its own distinctive colouring.    

(b) Whereas in Rabbinic circles and in Greek philosophical schools a man made a voluntary decision to 

join the “school” of his master and so become a disciple, with Jesus it was his call that was decisive (Lk 

5:1-11…).  Jesus seized the initiative and called men into discipleship (Mk 1:17 and parallels).  (c) The 

Greek pupil and the Rabbinic talmid bound themselves personally to their master and looked for 

objective teaching, with the aim of themselves becoming a master or a Rabbi.  But Jesus’ call to 

discipleship does not mean that a disciple is put in a learning relationship from which he can depart as a 

master (Mat 23:8).  Following Jesus as a disciple means the unconditional sacrifice of his whole life (Mat 

10:37; Lk 14:26 f.) for the whole of his life (Mat 10:24 f.; Jn 11:16).  To be a disciple means (as Matthew 

in particular emphasizes) to be bound to Jesus and to do God’s will (Mat 12:46-50); cf. Mk 3:31-35).  This 

means that during Jesus’ earthly ministry the disciple had quite literally to “follow” Jesus, i.e. to follow 

behind him (akoloutheo) and accept the renunciatory lot of wandering about with him (Mat 8:20 f.).  (d) 

Unlike the Rabbis, Jesus broke through the barriers separating the clean and the unclean, the sinful and 

the obedient.  It is important for understanding discipleship of Jesus to realize that the call to be a 

disciple always includes the call to service.  According to Mk 1:17 and Lk 5:10, the disciples are to be 

fishers of men.  This is a colloquial phrase, meaning that in view of the impending reign of God, the 

disciples are to catch men for the coming kingdom by preaching the gospel and working in the name of 

Jesus (Matt 16:15 ff.).  (f) This service leads the disciple into the same dangers to which his master was 

exposed (cf. Mk 10:32)…  (g) In the gospel tradition we keep coming up against the disciples’ lack of 

understanding.  This applies not only to the message itself (Mk 4:10 f.; Matt 13:36), their activity (Mk 

10:13 ff.; 10:48), and the goal of discipleship (Mk 10:35 ff), but above all to Jesus’ suffering (Mat 16:22 

ff.; Mk 14:47; Lk 18:34; 22:37).  (h) The promised reward is fellowship with God through Jesus and thus a 

share in Jesus’ authority.  It is also the new and future life (cf. Mat 16:25; Jn 14:6).  (i) Who are meant by 

hoi mathetai (the disciples)?  Hoi mathetai are not simply the equivalent of hoi dodeka, the Twelve.  

This identification can be observed only in some parts of the tradition.  The circle of the Twelve was both 

a symbolic representation of the twelve tribes of Israel, and thus of the whole people of God, and also a 

section of the larger circle of disciples which Jesus summoned to discipleship from a still wider group of 

adherents.  488-489 

Decisive in understanding mathetes in the gospels is faith (Mk 16:16; Lk 17:5; 22:32) in Jesus himself 

(Mat 18:6; esp. Jn 2:11; and 6:69; 11:44).  “Everyone who acknowledges me before men, the Son of man 

also will acknowledge before the angels of God’ but he who denies me before men will be denied before 

the angels of God” (Lk 12:8 f.).  These words express the whole promise and also the great dangers of 

genuine discipleship.  The disciples’ faithfulness to his Lord is crucial.  It is, therefore, not accidental that 

Luke avoids using the word mathetes for Gethsemane onwards, taking it up again only in Acts 6:1, albeit 

now in a different sense.  489-490 

Reflection on discipleship is particularly characteristic of John’s Gospel.  Not only do the categories of 

the narrower and wider circles of disciples point quite fundamentally beyond themselves to the 

Christian community addressed by John (Jn 6:60-66).  Mathetes in John is often simply a term for 

“Christian” (Jn 8:31; 13:35; 15:8).  Moreover, since any word for the church, such as ekklesia, is entirely 

lacking, the word mathetai comes to stand for the gathered community.  Or in Johannine terminology, it 

denotes those who have come out of the sphere of darkness into the sphere of light (3:21).  This also 

marks a further step.  The disciples are now no longer bound to the presence of the earthly Jesus.  

Instead, their dwelling “in the Word” (8:31) and “in the Spirit” (14:15-17; 15:26 f.) means that they, his 
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disciples, remain in full fellowship with him.  This fellowship finds its visible expression in the world in 

the manner of their service.  Everyone is to be able to recognize a disciple of Jesus by his practical love 

(Jn 13:34 f.).  A disciple’s duty does not consist in maintaining and passing on particular teaching about 

Jesus.  The essence of discipleship lies in the disciple’s fulfilment of his duty to be a witness to his Lord in 

his entire life.  490 

TDNT, Vol. IV 

Disciple: the personal allegiance of the disciples to Jesus is confirmed by their conduct in the days 

between the crucifixion and the resurrection.  The reason for the deep depression which marks these 

days is to be found in the fate which has befallen the person of Jesus.  No matter what view we take of 

the story of the walk to Emmaus, the fact that “He” is the theme of their conversation on the way (Lk 

24:19 ff.) corresponds in every sense to the relation of the disciples to Jesus before His arrest and 

execution.  On the other hand, it is nowhere stated or even hinted that after the death of Jesus His 

teaching was a source of strength to His followers, or that they had the impression of having a valuable 

legacy in the Word of Jesus.  This is a point of considerable importance for a true understanding of the 

mathetes of Jesus.  446 

The most significant point is that recollection of Jesus as a teacher seems to have been quite secondary.  

This may be seen not only in the epistles of Paul, the oldest Christian sources which have come down to 

us, but also in the oldest and surest part of the Gospel tradition, which contains, not the sayings of 

Jesus, but the story of His death and passion.  The freedom in the form in which the sayings of Jesus are 

transmitted may be seen from the different versions in which we now have them.  Since it is combined 

with a strong interest in material precision, this freedom is most instructive.  It tells us no more and no 

less than that the early Christian emphasis lay on the history of Jesus as the history of the divine 

confirmation of His claim to faith, and that the words of Jesus were significant because God had in fact 

acknowledged Him.  For the disciples Jesus is nowhere the head of a school; He is the living Lord of His 

people.  In keeping is the fact that the first Christian generation placed high value on the fact that its 

leading men were eye-witnesses.  453-454 

Notwithstanding the formal kinship between the disciples of later Rabbinic Judaism and the mathetes of 

Jesus, there is between the two no inner relation.  The reason is that both in origin and nature the 

disciples of Jesus are molded by the self-awareness of Jesus.  He is for them, not the rabbi/teacher, but 

their Lord.  455 

The relation in which the disciples are set by Jesus to Himself implies already that witness to Him is the 

task to which they are called as His disciples.  Since early Christian proclamation, so far as we can see, 

was from the very first witness to Jesus and not the reception and transmission of His own 

proclamation, this is a finding of great significance.  It bases this fact, whose authenticity has often been 

disputed, on the personal relation of the disciples of Jesus to Him.  It also helps us to understand why 

primitive Christianity knows nothing of discipleship of Jesus in the sense of an imitation Christi.  455 

 

 

 


