
DISCIPLESHIP AS SELF-GIVING INVOLVEMENT
1 Thessalonians 2:8

When it comes to defining discipleship, there are three problems.

1. Discipleship is one of those bigger comprehensive words. It can be used in a broad sense and a
narrow sense. It can convey ministry in general or various aspects of ministry such as evangelism,
program, education, and practicing the “one-anothers.”

2. Discipleship—like “worship”—is a generally familiar word that we all use regularly and therefore its
definition can somewhat elusive. If you were to ask ten different pastors what it was, you’d get ten
different answers. If you were to survey ten different churches, they would all claim to be doing
discipleship, but it would significantly vary in form from church to church.
If everything is discipleship then nothing is.

3. Discipleship is an intimidating word. Maybe you have been in various churches and seen it done
various ways. Maybe you’re overwhelmed by your own misconceptions of discipleship. Maybe you’re
paralyzed because you’ve built it up into something unattainable. And maybe this contributes to your
hesitation to be involved in discipleship.

Discipleship—the shared mission of all believers (Matt 28:18-20).
● We are to go out and make disciples of Jesus  by evangelizing
● We are to incorporate them into the life of local church through baptism
● We are to help them mature by teaching them all Christ has commanded us

Discipleship is not something that the minority provides and the majority consume. Rather it is
something we are all called to. It is the pastors and elders responsibility to equip the body for the work
of the ministry (Eph 4:12). We should all have someone we are discipling and someone who is discipling
us; someone we’re reaching out to and someone who reaches out to us. Someone we’re investing in and
someone who’s investing in us.

“The work of all Christians is always geared to the general well-being of the church of Christ, in order
that the number of Christians should increase and that those who are already Christians should increase
in maturity . . . that they might constantly increase in godliness and grow to a perfect man in Christ, so
that both in understanding and in life no one should be lacking.”1

Discipleship is simply coming alongside someone to help them follow Jesus more closely; it is helping
them to develop a more concrete relationship with Christ. It is a concern for their spiritual well-being.

I. What was Paul’s Method for Discipleship?

2:8—“ . . . we were ready to share with you our own selves , because you had become very dear to us.”

The Greek word for discipleship carries the strong idea of an apprentice or pupil—one who engages in
learning and instruction. Think of someone who is learning the skills of a specific trade. It comes with the
core knowledge and core mobilities. In order to learn a craft, you must spend time with a craftsman.

1 Martin Bucer, The Care of Souls, 6, 33.
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There’s an old saying by the communication theorist Marshall McLuhen that “the medium is the
message.” This simply means that the way we send and receive information is more important than the
information itself.  And—over time—the medium itself actually communicates more. For example,
Twitter is a medium of only 280 characters. With this medium, people have become more terse,
assertive, and combative. When I was at Disneyland this week, we went on the Jungle Cruise ride. The
best medium for communicating fictional trivia on a fake tour is dry, predictable humor. When you go on
Twitter, you expect contention and strife. When you go on a tour ride, you expect dry humor. When you
see a tabloid cover, you expect there to be sensational stories of gossip and slander. When you see a
message in a bottle, you expect a call for help. The form of the message is just as important as the
content. That’s what Paul is communicating here—the Gospel should be communicated, not only with
our mouths, but with our lives. It is information taught, but also transformation that’s caught.

Notice the Context—
1) Paul already boldly proclaimed the message of the Gospel to them (vv. 2, 9)
2) Paul continues to minister the Gospel to them even after their conversion (1:9)
3) Paul is writing with familial themes [mother (2:7)/father (2:11)/children ]
4) Paul’s method for discipleship was more informal; intensely personal and relational
5) Paul’s aim was to see them mature and walk in a manner worthy of their calling (2:12)

1 Thess 1:5-6: “Our gospel came to you not only in word, but also in power and in the Holy Spirit and
with full conviction. You know what kind of men we proved to be among you for your sake. 6 And you
became imitators of us and of the Lord, for you received the word in much affliction, with the joy of the
Holy Spirit.”

Galatians 4:19: “My little children, for whom I am again in the anguish of childbirth until Christ is formed
in you. How I wish I could be with you . . .”

1 Cor 11:1—“Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ.”

When you think of discipleship, Paul wants us to think about relationships over programs; think people
over projects. The Gospel is not only a message to believe but a person to follow. We help others follow
Jesus by allowing them to see and imitate our lives as we pursue Christlikeness. Sharing carries the idea
of exchanging ownership, transmitting/imparting your faith in the context of relationships.

In other words, Paul says, when it comes to discipleship, you need two indispensable  things:
1) The transforming power of the Gospel, and 2) Your life transformed by the Gospel

“The combination of powerful truth wrapped in self-sacrificing love is what God uses to transform
people.” 2

For Paul, self-giving involvement is an ordinary and organic part of discipleship. Our lives are the best
medium to pass on the Gospel—not only faithful proclamation of the information with our mouths, but
the giving of ourselves. The message of the Gospel is packaged best in your very life. It is embodied,
lived out, shared. The very content of the Gospel is the astonishing news of God who pursued us and
shared his life with us. Therefore, self-giving involvement embodies both the content and form of the
Gospel. It’s the right message and the right method. We are giving what we have received.

2 Paul Tripp, Instruments in the Redeemer’s Hand, 21.
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Discipleship is influence—relational influence. You have the ability to see where someone is, where they
need to go, and how to get them there. And influence takes time. It takes time, more specifically time
together. It is an accumulation of influence. It’s an investment of your life in their life. Deep
relationships are the best soil for discipleship and deep relationship are the result of intentional
cultivation.

II. How Can I Incorporate This Method in My Life?

“[Discipleship] necessarily embodies involvement of the deepest sort.”3

What does this actually look like? Maybe this kind of self-giving involvement is uncomfortable for you.
Maybe it’s intimidating and you don’t know where to start. This past week my wife called to tell me we
were out of Worcestershire sauce and that she needed it for a recipe. I quickly Googled the ingredients
and discovered that it is made up of ordinary household spices. We didn’t have any Worcestershire
sauce, yet we did. We had all the ingredients; we just needed to put them together. Even though it’s
elusive, maybe this kind of involvement is innate after all. Maybe it’s something we’ve experienced in the
past—something we’ve inherited from the Gospel itself and our Christian family.

Every sport, skill, and trade has core knowledge and core mobilities. Self-giving involvement is a key
component of discipleship, and it is made up of some core competencies.

1) Gospel-Literacy

Paul explains that he has boldly proclaimed the Gospel to them (vv. 2, 9).

If you are a Christian, then you have a familiarity with the main contours of the Gospel. And we should
have an experiential familiarity with Scripture and how it’s shaped our values, desires, and lives over the
years. We should have applied this knowledge to our loves so it becomes wisdom—truth lived out in real
life. We should have self-awareness and a long memory of the ways it has grown us and changed us. Not
just your testimony of how you were saved, but your testimony of how the Gospel affects the ordinary
everyday parts of your life everyday. We must speak and live out and model the truth.

“The gospel was not meant to merely reside in our intellect, our memories, and tongues, but to be seen
in our lives.” (and shared with others)4

2) Humility

“We did not seek glory from people, whether from you or from others, though we could have made
demands as apostles of Christ” (v. 6). They could have thrown their weight around, but they didn’t.

● A lack of a superiority complex (moral, educational positional)
● A total lack of self-righteousness and self-importance (the ground is level at the cross)
● A selfless sacrifice for the wellbeing of another

4 JC Ryle

3 Jay Adams, Competent to Counsel, 53.
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If you have come to understand the Gospel, you understand that we are all fallen, frail, and flawed.
Discipleship is a life-long journey. No one has made it. We wake up every morning and recommit to
following Christ realizing that there is always new ground to be gained and more sanctifying that needs
to take place on this side of glory. A true disciple runs zealously after Christ, advances toward
Christlikeness, perseveres to the end, and brings others along with him.

Phil 2:5-7—“Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, who, although he existed in
the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking on
the form of a bond-servant.”

Jesus didn’t assert his position. The Apostles didn’t either. Discipleship is selfless, sacrificial service.

3) Authenticity

“We were ready to share our selves” (v. 8) “our lives, our souls”

1 Tim 1:5—“The goal of our instruction is love from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere
faith.”

● Be yourself; be genuine
● Don’t pretend to be something you’re not
● Be honest about your intentions and goals
● Follow through on all promises

Our goal is to be conformed to Christ, not you. We all have a unique personality, unique skills. We don’t
all need to be identical. You don’t need to have the same personality or temperament or humor.

4) Vulnerability

“We were ready to share our own selves” (v. 8) emphatic, fully known

Maybe being genuine and authentic is easy for you, but there is another, deeper layer here we can’t
miss. Lack of Inferiority complex: we have a tendency to keep people at an arms length. There’s parts of
our lives that we are uncomfortable or fearful of sharing because we are concerned about what others
will think of us—things buried deep down inside of us. You have unique stories, life experiences,
weaknesses, failures, guilt, shame, trials. God has redeemed these things and they have a vital role to
play in the discipleship process.  Discipleship is more than merely imparting knowledge. It is imparting
our wisdom, our life experiences, our hurts, our trials, our failures, and the unique ways God has broken
us and shaped us into his image over the years.

● Build transparency and trust
● Opening up is a two-way street
● Invite them to see the hidden parts of your life
● A willingness to show you human scars
● You’re not the hero, Christ is

2 Cor 6:11—“Our mouth has spoken freely to you . . . our heart is opened wide.”
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“True friendship calls you out of the darkness of personal privacy and into the loving candor of mutual
concern.” 5

“Imagine a group of people who move toward each other—active more than passive, loving more than
fearing rejection. They look glorious; they attract the world.”6

5) Empathy

“Being affectionately desirous of you . . . because you have become very dear to us.”

“Biblical truth without compassion is surely the ugliest thing in the world.”7

We are bold with the truth, but gentle with people. We don’t drop truth bombs and walk away. People
really don’t care what you know until they know you care.

● Strong emotional attachment and affections
● Your hearts and souls become knit together (like parent and child)
● Enter their world; understand their real hurts; put yourself in their shoes
● Have real compassion and sympathy
● Also, have fun and enjoy each others’ company
● Over-communicate your love through your words and actions

“Too often we reduce our ministry to biblical platitudes and promises of prayer, establishing a wide
buffer zone around people who are in deep pain.” .8

Acts 20:31—“Night and day for a period of three years I did not cease to admonish each one of you with
tears.”

Rom 9:1-3—“I have great sorrow and unceasing grief in my heart.”

2 Cor 2:4—“For out of much affliction and anguish of heart I wrote to you with many tears; not that you
would be made sorrowful, but that you might know the love which I have especially for you.”

If vulnerability is allowing them to know the real you, then empathy is really loving them for who they
really are.

6) Availability

“among you” (1:5) / “eager with great desire to see your face” (2:17)

“For you remember, brothers, our labor and toil, we worked night and day” (2:9)

Like a nursing mother, we make ourselves available at all times, often at inconvenient times

8 Paul Tripp, Instruments in the Redeemer’s Hands, 143.

7 Francis Schaeffer

6 Ed Welch, Caring for One Another, 19.

5 Paul Tripp, Instruments in the Redeemer’s Hands, 164.
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“Biblical discipleship is helping others to follow Jesus by doing deliberate spiritual good to them . . . [and]
involves transmitting the knowledge of God and his Word through every moment of life.”9

● Be approachable: Have self-awareness of others’ perceptions of you
● Be intentional to allow others to get to know you over time
● Provide your contact info
● Give specific times you’re available
● Recommend a safe space to meet
● Sanctify the Ordinary
● Accumulated influence

What about the results?

Since buying a house, my brothers have been doing some renovations for us. They’ve been working hard
and sending me pictures. The fruit of their labor is immediate, discernable, and tangible. Discipleship is
not like that. After spending time with a student or a counselee, I can’t send them a picture of anything.

Fruitlessness: Maybe your efforts to disciple others may often yield little to no return. Maybe you are
exhausted, desperate, and at your breaking point. Maybe you feel over-worked and under-appreciated.
Maybe you feel short-changed or empty-handed. In discipleship and interpersonal ministry, real
transformation and lasting fruit are often not easily identified or immediately recognized. This can be
taxing on our souls.

Difficulty: Maybe after investing in someone you just aren’t getting anywhere; you haven’t made any
headway. After much involvement, prayer, and counseling, you haven’t been able to break into their
stubborn, self-centered heart. After hours, days, weeks, maybe even years, you haven’t seen any return
for your labor. There is no observable growth, no measurable progress. This is often what relational
ministry looks like.

Seasons: You invest in someone. You pour into their lives. You spend and are spent—even
overspent—for them. And then they disappear from your life and sphere of influence. They graduate.
They move out of your hom. They change churches. You don’t hear from them again for years . . . maybe
you never will. Is it worth it? You ask. Am I making a difference? Should I persevere when I feel like I’m
not making a difference? How do I know my ministry is meaningful? My discipleship fruitful? My
influence impactful? My life useful? Sometimes, you won’t know. God’s puts people into our lives for a
season and we must be diligent to invest in them while we can.

“So shall I plant sequoias and revel in the soil of a crop I know I’ll never live to reap?”10

A Phone Call from the Past

10 John Mark McMillan, “The Road, The Rocks, and The Weeds,” from Peopled with Dreams

9 Mark Dever, Discipling, 19, 28.

6



Earlier this year I received a random, unexpected call from a woman in Maryland. She called the office of
our church in California looking for me. She explained that she was a friend of my mother. Well, my
mother passed away 33 years ago. I was only 2 years old and it breaks my heart that I have no memory
of her. But I have gotten to know her through other people’s memories and stories. This woman
explained that when she was 14, my mom befriended her. One evening while playing at her apartment
complex, my mom singled her out, gave her a Gospel of John, and wrote her name, phone number, dorm
room at Washington Bible College, and the times she was available inside the back cover. She invited her
into her life. This teenager wrote the date in the front cover, “September 19th, 1980

Now a woman of 54, as she was packing up her house to move earlier this year, she came across the
booklet and the letters from my mom. Long story short, she tried to find her on social media, came
across a picture of her on my blog, and discovered that she had passed away 33 years ago. After 40
years, this woman was on the other end of the phone in tears explaining to me the impact of my mom’s
personal ministry. As a young teenager, she was captured by my mother’s intentionality and found her to
be a gentle person—honest, good, and kind. This kind of self-giving involvement was rare and she
decided to test the sincerity of my mother’s offer. My mom answered the phone and spent time with her
for a period of time in 1980. She said my mother was “the real deal.”

What an encouraging lesson God has sent me—a compelling example! Forty years later my mother’s
words and actions are still ministering to others. Thirty-one years removed from this earth her life is still
changing other lives. Thirty-one years later she is ministering even to me! Her example compels me to
love others as intentionally as she did—to exude Gospel-literacy, humility, authenticity, vulnerability,
empathy, and availability in my interpersonal ministry.

Don’t Discount Your Influence

We all desire to see change, progress, growth, and fruit as a result of our labor. But maybe the privilege
is not seeing and experiencing the results, but the work itself. We are not called to fruitfulness, but to
faithfulness. We are called to faithfully love and speak the truth in love. We are called to challenge,
exhort, confront, encourage, and implore others to walk in a manner worthy of their calling. Then we are
to leave the results to the invisible work of the Spirit of God. Even if it feels empty and seems unfruitful,
don’t discount the influence of your relational ministry—it is absolutely worth it; it truly matters. God
promised that his Word would never return void. Oftentimes we are involved in the hard work of sowing
and watering, but not the reaping.

Imagine your life’s work—every hour spent with someone, every word spoken, every prayer prayed—as
a tiny seed. After you are dead and gone that seed is buried and grows into a tree bearing fruit you will
never see, providing shade for many you will never meet. Like the rings or height of a sequoia, our
personal ministry stretches wider and taller throughout time often reaching much further and bearing
more fruit than we ever expected. And we won’t always be there to see and experience it.

Dig in deep. Invest. Spend. Be spent. This is discipleship—the very giving of your life for others. The right
message and the right method. Deep truth invested in deep relationships. This is kingdom work. We can
be confident that God will bless our feeble efforts and use it in ways we never expected and in ways we
may never realize in this life. Whether you’re here for 27 years or 61, we can trust that the fruit of our
labor may outlast our time on this earth. We can know that our ministry has eternal ramifications.
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