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         Most if not all Christians agree that Jesus came mainly to offer himself as a 

sacrifice in order to save from damnation all those that believe in Him. The Bible 

verses that speak of this divine commission are too many to quote, both in the Old 

Testament and in the New. Everything else that Jesus did during his three years of 

ministry falls into the background, be that his parables, his miracles, or any other 

aspect. 

         With such an almost unanimous conformity among Bible scholars and 

students, verse 4 of chapter 17 in John’s gospel was given the same interpretation. 

Here is the verse in question, part of a lengthy prayer Jesus was offering to the 

Father: “I glorified you on earth, having accomplished the work that you gave me 

to do.” (ESV)  

         It has been assumed--given the above conviction--that Jesus was 

prophetically speaking of his death when He uttered those words. Since the work 

of redemption was only completed or finished on the cross, it follows that this 

verse was also interpreted in light of that paradigm. In other words, and according 

to this view, Jesus was referring to the work of redemption though the cross was 

still before Him. To Him, it was as good as completed or accomplished. 

         Yet the immediate context of this verse points to a very different opinion. 

Chapter 17 of the Gospel of John is a prayer that the Lord lifted up to the Father on 

behalf of his disciples. In that prayer, Jesus went over what He had done for the 

disciples beginning with revealing himself to them to commissioning or sending 

them into the world, and everything in between. In my judgment, it would make 

more sense to interpret verse 4 above in its reference to the work of Christ with and 

for His disciples, rather than to the completed work of redemption on the cross. 

This is what would be best described as disciple-making. 

         Based on this understanding, we could say that the Father had tasked Jesus 

with two commissions. The first commission which Jesus referred to as “the work” 
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was to make disciples who, once empowered by the Holy Spirit, would be trusted 

and commissioned to carry the message of redemption to the world. The second 

commission from the Father to Jesus was the act of redemption itself when He paid 

the ultimate price offering Himself as a sacrifice on the cross of Calvary. 

         Since the Father has first assigned Jesus to make disciples, Jesus turns around 

and assigns His disciples to do exactly the same. That would explain why, in His 

marching orders according to Matthew 28:18-20, He would make disciple-making 

the only imperative in what has been termed the “Great Commission.”  

And Jesus came and said to them, “18 All authority in heaven and on earth 

has been given to me. 19 Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 

baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 

Spirit, 20 teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. And 

behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (ESV). 

According to John 17:4, that commission was first His. Now He makes it their 

commission as well.[1] 

         Yet we notice that Jesus did not spell out what was involved in making 

disciples. This is because the eleven had seen disciple-making in action over the 

previous three-plus years as they were being turned into disciples by Him. Jesus 

chose them. Jesus taught them. Jesus engaged them in His work. Jesus allowed 

them to make mistakes. Jesus built them up in faith. Jesus exhorted them to pray. 

Jesus sent them to do ministry. Jesus warned them of future persecution. In brief, 

Jesus poured His life into them. 

         Jesus gave that mandate specifically to the eleven disciples two thousand 

years ago. Can we automatically assume that we have been commissioned to 

follow in their steps, and make that imperative of making disciples the core of our 

calling? There are a number of important questions and observations to be made 

before we can make such a bold assumption. These are questions and observations 

that can be made by any serious Bible student wary of constantly new thoughts 

being thrown at him or her. Here below is a sampling of such questions and 

observations: 
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Q1: Jesus had many followers. Why did He commission the eleven 

remaining disciples only to be making disciples? According to Matthew 

28:16, only the eleven disciples were His audience when He gave that 

commission. 

A1: It is true that Jesus had many more followers than the eleven that 

He commissioned, yet the eleven were the ones who had heard him 

answer every question, explain every parable, deal with every challenge, 

teach every word and so on.  

They walked together, ate together, slept together and did everything else 

together. Briefly stated, it was those eleven into whom he had poured His 

life over the three-plus years of ministry. If anyone was to replicate His life 

and ministry, it would be specifically and exclusively those eleven. 

  

Q2: Why did Jesus only begin to make disciples when he was involved full 

time in ministry? We do not read of Him making disciples while working as 

a carpenter. 

A2: We learn from the Gospel account of Luke that Jesus was about thirty 

years old when he began his ministry (see Luke 3:23). Age thirty was the 

approximate age for beginning service as a prophet, priest, or king (Ezekiel. 

1:1; Num. 4; 2 Sam. 5:4). 

The New Testament is silent as to the first thirty years of the life of Jesus. It 

is quite possible that He used those years to grow as a man while caring for 

His mother and family. It is also likely that a good reputation in His 

community as a carpenter was important to establish before He could go into 

full time ministry! 

  

Q3: Why did Jesus ask the twelve to leave their professions, whether as 

fishermen or otherwise? Does that mean that disciple-making is for full-time 

Christian workers? 
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A3: There are a few reasons why Jesus asked his followers to forsake their 

professions.  

The disciples were to become the fathers of the church. He therefore wanted 

to make sure they got it right.  

They would be entrusted with writing the gospels, which meant they had to 

be there all the time to see it and hear it all unfold. 

There was a huge amount of insight, information, wisdom, and revelation 

that Jesus needed to impart to them, whether through the miracles He did, or 

the teachings He presented, or other aspects of His life and ministry. That 

necessitated having them around Him all the time.  

There is also the fact that following the coming of the Holy Spirit on 

Pentecost, ministry was going to be their full-time function. Three years of 

training were barely adequate to guarantee they would be able to carry out 

their life mission. The men and women that sense the calling of God on their 

lives to be in full-time ministry in our day and age often go to seminary for 

three or more years before they are entrusted to do the work. How much 

more would the initial bearers of the message need time at the Lord’s school 

of ministry! 

Involvement in disciple-making does not automatically mean that one should 

resign his or her secular job, though some will be called to do that.  

  

Q4: Why do we not read anywhere in the New Testament that any one of the 

eleven was involved in making disciples? They had made thousands of 

converts in Jerusalem and Judea through their preaching of the Word, their 

testimony and their witness, but again we do not see actual demonstrations 

of disciple-making in the same way that Jesus did. 

A4: It would be erroneous on our part to make the discipline of disciple-

making the only marching order that Jesus left for his disciples to do. While 

it is true that “making disciples” was the only imperative in the Great 
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Commission, yet the disciples had the whole life of Jesus to copy and 

emulate.  

The first chapters of the Book of Acts tell of their zeal to share the Word, 

through preaching, witness, apologetics, miracles of healing, even through 

them being harassed and persecuted. All these were intrinsic aspects of the 

life of the Master which the Holy Spirit empowered them to do and to 

endure. 

We also have at least one vivid example in Stephen who not only became a 

follower of Jesus through the witness and testimony of the eleven, but 

became a living witness himself and paid for that with his life. To therefore 

make the judgment that the eleven failed to make disciples would be wrong. 

Stephen was definitely one. 

Furthermore, we have two testimonies in Acts 8:4 and in Acts 11:19 that as a 

result of the persecution “those that were scattered preached the word 

wherever they went.” In other words, though we may not have a precise 

description of disciple-making as we would define it today, yet we have 

these examples from Scripture that a second generation of believers after the 

eleven was also involved in getting the Word out. 

It is worth noting here that the first and foremost element in making 

disciples is presenting the message of salvation in Jesus Christ, either 

through a personal witness or via the preaching of the Word. This does not 

mean that disciple-making stops there, but that is where the process begins. 

To therefore accuse the eleven of failing to make disciples would be a gross 

injustice since they were involved in all the above and more. 

  

Q5: It seems from reading the Book of Acts and the letters of Paul, that he 

was the only one involved in making disciples. How do we explain that 

when he did not have the privilege of knowing Jesus firsthand like the 

eleven and learning from Him?  

A5: As already noted above, the disciples were definitely involved in 

making disciples. Suffice to look at the first few chapters of the Book of 



Unpacking the Making of Disciples 6 

Acts and realize that thousands of new believers were also given the same 

term ‘disciples.’  

It is true nonetheless, given Paul’s background and upbringing, given his 

education under Gamaliel, and given the fact that he was thoroughly trained 

in the Law of the ancestors that he had an edge over the eleven.  

The fact that 13 letters in the New Testament carry his name is a testimony 

to his eloquence and sharp mind. Paul was the one used by God to articulate 

Christian doctrine covering a very wide spectrum of issues, Christian ethics, 

the types of relationships one should have with the authorities, relationships 

between husband and wife, relationships that govern master and slave, and 

so on. Paul is considered by the church to be the second most important 

person in the history of Christendom after Jesus. 

He wrote in 1 Corinthians 9:1 that he had seen the Lord. And then in his 

second letter to the same church at Corinth, he speaks of another personal 

experience which he describes as being “caught up to the third heaven” (2 

Corinthians 12:2).  So while he did not have the privilege of walking with 

Jesus, yet he enjoyed special revelations as an apostle and spent a good bit of 

time both in Arabia, as well as being himself discipled by the believers in 

Damascus (see also Galatians 1:17). 

In light of all the above, it is not at all strange to see Paul use disciple-

making as his strategy in his missional work. And out of his personal 

experience to then write about it with much clarity as he did in his second 

letter to his disciple Timothy as we shall see below. 

  

Q6: Why is there only one explicit verse clearly outlining the process of 

disciple-making, namely the verse in 2 Timothy 2:2 where Paul instructed 

his son in the faith: “and what you have heard from me in the presence of 

many witnesses entrust to faithful men, who will be able to teach others 

also”? Why does not Paul say the same to Titus or to the churches to whom 

he sent his letters? Does not the absence of such a clear teaching make the 

notion of disciple-making a minor matter in terms of church growth? 
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A6: The fact that there is only one verse that clearly outlines the process of 

disciple-making neither belittles this discipline nor magnifies it. This 

discipline is one of many avenues of church growth and expansion. The 

objective besides the overarching goal of glorifying God is to plant and grow 

the Church of Jesus Christ. In other words, disciple-making is not an end in 

itself. It is one means of achieving that objective. In that sense, it cannot 

become an exclusive and unique method of church planting or church 

growth or expansion. 

In discussing different elements of Christian doctrine, or Christian ethics or 

practice, Paul did not often bring these up necessarily in more than one 

context, or in more than one letter. So the fact that there is only one verse 

that succinctly presents the discipline of disciple-making as a process of 

passing the baton from one generation of Christians to another is not unique 

and does not make it less worthy of attention than any other. 

  

Q7: Is every Christian called to be a disciple-maker? Not everyone is called 

to be a pastor/teacher, or evangelist, or administrator. Each has his or her 

gift. Why should disciple-making be any different? 

A7: In the study of the discipline of missions in general, a Bible student will 

notice the absence of that discipline from the lists of spiritual gifts that Paul 

presents to the churches in Rome, Corinth, and Ephesus. As such, one could 

extrapolate that missions is unimportant and has no place in the plan of God 

for His church. Therefore, no one can be gifted to become a missionary.  

Or one could conclude that this discipline is not exclusive to a few that may 

be called missionaries, rather it applies to every member in the body of 

Christ. In other words, being a missionary is not a spiritual gift per se and 

thus is not exclusive but inclusive. These are obviously two very divergent 

conclusions, where both cannot be correct.  

The same thing applies to the discipline of making disciples. That discipline 

is not a spiritual gift. It is a process where a more mature believer mentors, 
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coaches, teaches, and imparts his life and that which he knows into a 

younger believer.  

The fact is that most believers are one type of disciple-makers or another. 

Some will go purposefully about it, and others do it without even realizing it. 

The reasoning behind this statement is that disciple-making is mostly caught 

not taught. So younger believers will learn, copy, and emulate more mature 

believers even if those are not actively engaged in it or realizing it. 

  

Q8: If disciple-making is really central and applicable to the life of every 

Christian, how does that methodology translate into our very busy lives, 

especially those among us that have secular full-time or part-time jobs?  

A8: As noted above, Christians are influencing others all the time, whether 

consciously or not, and whether in a positive way or not. One of the best 

examples of that is the influence we had or have on our families, especially 

on our sons and daughters. Such influence is constant, every hour of every 

day. We influence their lives without necessarily being conscious of that 

every minute. That is why our first natural disciples are our children. God 

gave them to us as a stewardship. 

It is in the same spirit, but rather more purposefully, that we are called to 

influence others. Those others were not given to us in the same way our 

children were, so in this case, we seek them out. Those may be our co-

workers, our circles of friends and acquaintances, our patients, our clients, 

and so on. Our spiritual heritage is a stewardship that the Lord expects us to 

invest in the lives of others in the same way that we have invested it in the 

lives of our children. Those others become our disciples. 

Having a secular full-time or part-time job is an advantage, not a 

disadvantage. Jobs create a natural milieu or ambience for relationships, 

which can then be naturally used to influence, impact, and disciple others.  

On the other end, in the case of a full-time evangelist, pastor, or Christian 

worker, such relationships are harder to create. There is often the impression 

that gospel ministers have an ulterior motive, and people will shy away from 
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building such relationships, or at best wear some type of spiritual mask. This 

is because these attempted relationships do not come as naturally as they do 

with co-workers or marketplace contacts. 

  

Q9: How central is the element of time in the process of making disciples, 

and is there a minimum amount of time required to be able to make one? 

A9: The element of time is a basic component and a central part in the 

process of making disciples. But that does not necessarily mean time cut out 

specifically to run that process. Rather, time on the job could very well serve 

as time for disciple-making. More central than time is the conscious 

commitment to the principle. If such a conscious commitment exists, 

disciple-making will come naturally at any time and with almost anyone. 

This is intentional Christian living. 

Since disciple-making is a process, the time that we consciously begin to 

impart our spiritual journey and our life to another is the time when we think 

of the other individual as our disciple, though we have only barely begun the 

process with him or with her. Our commitment should be to see that person 

at peace with God as a born-again Christian, and then grow to maturity in 

Christ, and as soon as possible, as a disciple-maker himself. 

  

Q10: How important is the number of disciples that we should have, and 

how different is it between those that have secular jobs and those that do 

not? 

A10: The Lord contented himself with twelve disciples. For someone who is 

committed to making disciples on a full-time basis, twelve would be more 

than ideal, though based on my personal experience, I would suggest making 

it fewer than that. 

For those that have secular jobs, the number can vary between one and three. 

But even that depends on the family situation of both the full-timer and the 

Christian who is employed. So those numbers in both cases can fluctuate. 
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It is worth noting in this context that our vision in disciple-making is not to 

work with someone ad infinitum. We should have a clear objective to help 

that person, in turn, become a disciple-maker himself. The baton has not 

stopped with us and it should not stop with our disciples. 

And while it is true in most cases that disciples never graduate, since nobody 

has attained spiritual perfection including ourselves, yet three years is a good 

number to plan to begin a “new class” of disciples so to speak. But here 

again, that number can fluctuate depending on one’s occupation, family size, 

age, and other factors. 

  

Q11: How much time will it take before we see one disciple ready to have 

his own disciple? 

A11: Each disciple is different, and each disciple-maker is different. Those 

differences have to do with the learning curve of the disciple, his responses 

to the diverse influences being imparted to him, his personal commitment to 

the Lord and to His Word, his personal commitment to his mentor or coach, 

etc.  

The differences have as much to do as well with the mentor or coach 

including his commitment to the process, his availability, his commitment to 

his disciple, etc. 

  

Q12: What is involved in making disciples?  

A12: There are certain major parameters that are absolutely fundamental to 

this discipline.  

a.      The disciple-maker must be a disciple himself. He or she must be a 

committed follower of the Lord. How else would he or she be able to 

lead someone on that path! 

b.     The disciple-maker should have something to offer, something that 

others want to have or to imitate. 
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c.      The disciple-maker is intentional at building meaningful, long-lasting 

relationships with others. 

d.     The disciple-maker must be willing to sacrifice his time and effort in 

the process. It is important that the disciple realize that he or she is a 

priority for the disciple-maker. 

e.      The disciple-maker needs to be patient and allow the time that it takes 

for the seed to take root, for the teachings to sink in and for the disciple’s 

life to be transformed. Different people respond to the message at 

different speeds. Disciple-making is not a cookie-cutter formula like 

building homes.  

f.       The disciple-maker needs to know that disciple-making is an 

extended process, usually involving years of one’s life, not weeks or even 

months. 

g.     Disciple-making should begin with a non-Christian but does not stop 

at leading him or her to Christ. However, it can also begin with a younger 

Christian and leading him to maturity in Christ.  

h.     Disciple-making is reproductive. This means that the objective of the 

disciple-maker is not only to lead someone to become a disciple of Jesus, 

or to mentor him to spiritual maturity, rather to help him or her become a 

disciple-maker. 

  

Q13: How can we summarize succinctly disciple-making? 

A13: Disciple-making is the following: 

1.     It is a process not an event. 

2.     It is as much modeling the life of Christ as teaching it. 

3.     It seeks to make the disciple more like Christ, not like oneself. 

4.     It involves life-on-life relationships. 
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5.     It is a commitment to a mandate and a process. The process can be 

simplified in four easy-to-understand steps: 

Let us take the example of an electrician mentoring an apprentice. That 

mentoring usually is a four-pronged process.  

a.      The first thing the expert electrician does is to perform his job with 

the apprentice watching. He would do that multiple times without 

involving the apprentice in anything he does. He explains what he is 

doing and why, answers questions the apprentice will ask, and at some 

point begin to ask the apprentice the same questions to make sure he 

knows the answers. 

b.     The second step is for the expert electrician to gradually involve 

the apprentice in his job until the apprentice becomes like an assistant 

to the expert electrician. 

c.      The third step would be to reverse the roles. The expert electrician 

becomes the assistant watching his former assistant take the lead role 

in the work to make sure he can “graduate.” 

d.     The fourth step is for the assistant, now a ‘graduate’ or an expert 

himself, to find an apprentice to walk him through the same first steps 

Now replace the electrician with a committed Christian, an intentional 

disciple-maker who wants to walk a non-believer or a younger Christian to 

become a committed Christian himself and a disciple-maker. Here is what he 

or she would do: 

1.     Prayerfully ask the Lord for someone to disciple (non-believer or 

young believer). 

2.     Intentionally “do life” with him or her (men with men, women with 

women). 

3.     The relationship should be real, intensive, intentional, and relatively 

short-lived. 
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4.     Trusting the work of the Spirit of God, the goal is for the disciple / 

mentee to become like the disciple-maker / mentor in like faith and 

practice (Luke 6:40; 1 Cor. 11:1). 

5.     This cycle should be reproduced every three to five years at the most. 

   

——- 
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[1] For more on this subject please refer to my book The Master Disciple-Maker. 
 

https://www.amazon.com/Master-Disciple-Maker-Hanna-S-Shahin/dp/1449731309/ref=nodl_

