
Intro  
Good morning, church! How are you? We are, indeed, facing a task that remains unfinished.  That song 
isn’t new.  I thought it was the first time I heard it a few years ago, but I was wrong.  The arrangement is 
more modern but the hymn itself was written by Frank Houghton in 1931 for the annual meeting of the 
China Inland Mission.  

China Inland Mission was facing dark days at the time.  China was going through a Civil War so severe 
that many missionaries were forced to abandon their station and 17 mission workers from the CIM had 
been martyred.   

But the CIM leadership didn’t quit.  Instead, they attacked their unfinished task with even greater zeal, 
putting out a call for 200 new missionaries in two years.  Houghton’s Facing a Task Unfinished became the 
anthem for this new movement of missionaries and by 1932 not only were all 200 of the new missionaries 
on the field, they were fully financially supported and outfitted   1

Today, CIM has been renamed Overseas Missionary Fellowship and they continue their Great 
Commission work, primarily in East Asia.  They’re one of the many sending agencies that work to establish 
missionaries in areas where the need for the gospel is the most desperate. 

But it’s not primarily through sending agencies that God is accomplishing the Great Commission.  They’re 
a useful resource, but the primary institution through which God is fulfilling His Great Commission is the 
local church. 

Remember, Jesus is building His church and he’s doing it through the right confession of Jesus as Lord 
and He’s building it with those who make that confession.  We found that as we studied Matthew 16 and 
18, the two spots where Jesus speaks specifically about the church in the gospels. 

We defined the local church and here’s that definition again just so that it stays fresh in our minds: 
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A local church is a group of Christians who regularly gather in Christ’s name to officially affirm and 
oversee one another’s membership in Jesus Christ and his kingdom through gospel preaching and 
gospel ordinances.  2

We spent the bulk of our time together last week unpacking that definition.  Understanding who we are 
as a local church is vital to us carrying out our mission effectively.  That is who we are.  Today we are going 
to focus on what we are to be about as a church.  Scripture describes a very narrow purpose for those 
who belong to Jesus Christ.  He laid out our task, the one that remains yet unfinished, in Matthew 28: 

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 everything I have commanded you. And 
remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 

The overarching command here is to make disciples.  That is, in the simplest possible way, our purpose as 
a church and as individuals.  We glorify God most when we are active in being disciples who make 
disciples.  And the goal of this series we are in, and the goal of the time our Sunday School classes are 
spending focusing on their mission and vision these next several weeks, is to see how we as a church 
come together and establish a clear and simple process for making disciples. 

But before we can see that plan come together we have to be able to answer this one very important 
question: what is a disciple?   

To live out the Great Commission we need to know that answer, because that’s what Jesus tells us we’re to 
devote ourselves to.   There are a number of components to what it looks like to make disciples in the 
Great Commission—going, teaching, baptizing and we’ll take our cues from there when we start talking 
about how all this should work for us as a local church.  But we need to be very clear and very specific on 
what it is we’re here to do.   

Because there is a never-ending amount of activity we can be involved in as a church.  We could spend a 
ton of time and energy doing things—good things—that, if not coupled with a clear focus on the Great 
Commission, could amount to wasted time because it doesn’t result in disciples being made. 

We’re here to love people, but not just to love people.   We gather and we sing songs, we worship, we 
teach kids, we engage in activities to promote the sanctity of human life, we care for orphans and widows, 
we meet physical and financial needs—but none of those things in and of themselves are our mission.  
That doesn’t mean we don’t do those things, but we have to be intentional about doing those things 
within the context of the Great Commission mandate to make disciples.  

  https://www.9marks.org/article/what-is-a-local-church/2
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If we don’t know what we are here to make we are destined to fail.  Many of you are familiar with Smith & 
Wesson.  They’ve been around since 1852.  What do they make? 

None of you said bicycles.  But they actually make bicycles—or at least they did.  Back in 2002 they 
announced a line of retail bicycles.  Do any of you have a S&W bike?  I didn’t think so.  In fact, their bikes 
have been listed among some of the biggest retail product failures ever.  3

When you think of S&W you don’t think of bikes.  You think of something different entirely.  And when you 
think of the church you shouldn’t think first of people who are helpful, or happy, or good neighbors.  We 
are first disciples, and then disciplemakers.  And everything else should come as a bi-product of those 
two things.  So, if our mission is to make disciples, then, what is a disciple? 

Here’s the definition that will serve as our outline today: A disciple of Jesus Christ is a forgiven sinner 
who is being transformed to love God and others. 

That’s the statement we’ll focus on for the rest of our time together.  We’ll break it down into four parts. 
First, a disciple is a learner of Jesus Christ 

A disciple (learner) of Jesus Christ 

I want to make one caveat before we go forward: There is no difference between a Christian and a 
disciple.  If you belong to Jesus Christ you’re a disciple.  Some people believe the lie that you can be a 
Christian but that whole discipleship thing is just for super-spiritual people like pastors and Sunday 
School teachers and Deacons and whatnot.  There is no difference between a Christian and disciple.  If 
you belong to Jesus Christ you are a disciple.  Everything about this definition applies to you. 
If we want to think of ourselves as the Bible speaks of us then we should really think of ourselves as 
disciples more than we do as Christians. 

Do you know how many times Christian appears in the Bible? Only three times (Acts 11:26, Acts 26:28; 1 
Peter 4:16).  
But the term disciple appears 269 times in the New Testament. Why is this so important? The answer is, 
because Christ did not come to make Christians; He came to make disciples. 

And the word we translate disciple literally means learner.  To be a disciple of Jesus Christ is to be a 
learner of Jesus Christ.  Luke 6:40 tells us how Jesus thought of his followers: 
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A disciple is not above his teacher, but everyone who is fully trained will be like his teacher. 

He not only used the teacher/learner model as a metaphor, but he used it in practice.  Matthew 5 begins 
this way: (Mt. 5:1-2a) 

When he saw the crowds, he went up on the mountain, and after he sat down, his disciples came to 
him. 2 Then he began to teach them . . . 

Being a disciple is very much like being an apprentice.  Both making disciples and being a disciple 
require learning who Jesus Christ is and what His finished work means for every facet of our lives.  Jesus 
modeled for us what the life of a disciple should look like so very clearly.  He gathered a group of people 
who were not disciples, and taught them what it means to be disciples.  He didn’t just do it in a sterile 
classroom environment but he brought them along with him in everyday life.  

There’s this temptation for us to think that our greatest spiritual moments come in the form of signs or 
miracles or something spectacular.  But go read the gospels and you’ll see that Jesus’ most impactful 
moments came in the mundane drudgery of everyday life.  Some guys getting ready to spend another 
day as commercial fishermen, a tax collector sitting at his desk, a lady going to get water from the well, 
this was in the midst of the grind.  Jesus met more people on their commute than he did at the 
mountaintop, ok?  Based on the pattern of Scripture you’d be much more likely to have an encounter with 
Christ sitting at the McDonald’s drive thru than you would in a burning bush.   

Look at the pattern that was established from the very beginning of Jesus’ disciplemaking ministry: 

8 As he was walking along the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon (who is called Peter), and 
his brother Andrew. They were casting a net into the sea—for they were fishermen. 19 “Follow me,” 
he told them, “and I will make you fish for people.” 20 Immediately they left their nets and followed 
him. 
21 Going on from there, he saw two other brothers, James the son of Zebedee, and his brother 
John. They were in a boat with Zebedee their father, preparing their nets, and he called them. 
22 Immediately they left the boat and their father and followed him. 
23 Now Jesus began to go all over Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good news 
of the kingdom, and healing every disease and sickness among the people. 

They follow Him and he immediately begins teaching.  They’re both learning Jesus’ way of life and His 
doctrine.  As disciples we are all learners, but we’re not learning a subject. We are learning a person.  That 
requires devotion, doesn’t it?  If you’re married you’ve done this to a degree.  You’ve learned your spouse, 
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or you should.  Really, you should be an expert in your spouse if you’re doing it right.  No one on the 
planet should know your spouse better than you do.   But that takes time and devotion, doesn’t it?   

Jesus knew that.  Learning a person requires devotion to that person.  I think that’s why Jesus framed it in 
very stark terms in Luke 14:33b 33 In the same way, therefore, every one of you who does not 
renounce all his possessions cannot be my disciple.  

Ouch.  Jesus, that sounds kind of harsh.  I mean, you’re not going to build a very big following preaching 
like that.   People want affirmation, they want to feel special.  They want faith to be easy.  We love the idea 
of a happy, mellow, loving God who just wants to give everyone a hug and a puppy.  The God who 
demands you renounce all your possessions sounds like he’d be really unpopular as a televangelist.  By 
the way, when you read that passage in its context I don’t think Jesus is telling his disciples to sell all their 
possessions there, but I do think he’s telling them they have to count the cost of following him and that 
cost means that they’re willing to give up their whole life to be a learner of Christ. 

One author said ‘disciples can give up anything, go anywhere, and risk everything because the gospel 
has filled us with good things that can never be taken away.’  4

Which brings us to our second point, a disciple is a forgiven sinner. 

A Forgiven Sinner 

If you’re a learner of Christ, you don’t mind to give up your whole life to follow Him because you’ve 
already acknowledged that you wrecked your own life.  

There are two elements to that we need to see, forgiven and sinner.  We’ll look at sinner first.  A disciple is 
a sinner.  That’s a truth we have to acknowledge in the beginning of our relationship with God and then 
we have to acknowledge it every day afterward.  We are sinners.  Romans 3 tells us there is no one 
righteous, not even one.  It’s Paul’s adaptation of God’s truth in Psalm 14, which is David’s portrait of 
sinners.  Here it is: 

The fool says in his heart, “There’s no God.” 
They are corrupt; they do vile deeds. 
There is no one who does good. 
2 The Lord looks down from heaven on the human race 
to see if there is one who is wise, 
one who seeks God. 

 https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/give-up-your-weak-definition-of-disciple-2/4
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3 All have turned away; 
all alike have become corrupt. 
There is no one who does good, 
not even one. 

That’s our self-portrait put into a poem.  None of us are worthy of salvation—and yet God saves us by 
grace.  He gives us what we don’t deserve.  Our sin is an affront to God.  One of the most important things 
we can understand as disciples is that we are sinners.  God showed us what a righteous life looks like 
through His law, the standard.  James 2:10 tells us that if keep the entire law, and yet stumble at one 
point, we’re guilty of breaking it all.    

Dove soap used to advertise itself as 99 44/100% pure.   That’s pretty pure. . . but not pure enough.  But 5

thankfully, that’s not where the story ends. 

So let’s look at the other part of the definition: forgiven.  We’re sinners, but we’re forgiven sinners if we 
belong to Christ.  We are able to be forgiven because of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  The good news that, 
even though we are sinners, Christ sacrificed himself on our behalf so his righteousness can be 
substituted for our guilt. 

The gospel is the story of God orchestrating the redemption of a broken creation and fallen 
creatures, from Satan, sin and its effects to the Father and each other through the life, death, 
resurrection and future return of Jesus Christ by the power of the Spirit for God’s glory and the 
Church’s joy.  6

That’s the gospel.  And that is how God saves—through right understanding of the gospel—knowing you 
are made right before God by grace alone on the basis of Christ’s finished work alone, through faith 
alone to the glory of God alone as taught with final authority in Scripture alone. 

We have been saved by grace through faith if we belong to Christ.  Being saved is not just praying a 
prayer it is having your entire life rescued from the pit of hell and redeemed for the purpose of learning 
Christ in all of life.  Salvation is not something that you should ever get over.  Everything that we do as 
Christians is built on the gospel.  It’s not just a doctrine for new believers, it’s the doctrine that gives us the 
support we need to live life everyday. 

 https://www.nytimes.com/1994/05/22/magazine/sunday-may-22-1994-99.44-percent-pure-what.html5

 Adapted from The Village Church (https://www.tvcresources.net/resource-library/articles/what-is-the-gospel)6
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Jerry Bridges wrote once about an important spiritual principle that helps us remember our need for the 
gospel.  Your worst days are never so bad that you are beyond the reach of God’s grace. And your 
best days are never so good that you are beyond the need of God’s grace.  7

Disciples are forgiven sinners who are learning Jesus Christ and that learning process leads to our being 
transformed, the third piece of our definition.  A disciple is a forgiven sinner who is being transformed. 

Being Transformed 

Discipleship is a continual process of growth.  The Christianese word for this is sanctification.  Salvation is 
something that happens in a moment, and then continues happening for the rest of your life on this 
planet.  You’re justified in the moment when God saves you.  You’re made right in God’s sight, you go 
from a guilty and condemned convict to living in the Judge’s house as His very own child.  That’s 
justification.  Sanctification is what happens between that moment and the moment you’re with God face-
to-face in eternity.  That’s how Paul can write that (18 For) the word of the cross is foolishness to those 
who are perishing, but it is the power of God to us who are being saved.  (1 Cor 1:18) 

Salvation is never by works—nothing that you and I ever did had one ounce of bearing on our justification.  
But the things that we do on this side of our relationship with Christ—our attitudes and actions—are both a 
result of that justification and a test of its authenticity.   

Look at 1 John 2:3-6 
3 This is how we know that we know him: if we keep his commands. 4 The one who says, “I have 
come to know him,” and yet doesn’t keep his commands, is a liar, and the truth is not in him. 5 But 
whoever keeps his word, truly in him the love of God is made complete. This is how we know we are 
in him: 6 The one who says he remains in him should walk just as he walked. 

Remember, a disciple is a learner.  And so if we are learners we will be transformed by the thing we are 
learning.  When you study a foreign language, one of the signs of fluency is when you start to dream in 
that language.  There is always evidence of the way what you learn transforms you.   

You cannot belong to Christ and not be transformed to some degree or another by your status as His.  
This is why one of my greatest fears as a pastor is people who have a false assurance of their salvation.  
The common practice of being in a room just like this, hearing a message something like this, and walking 
down an aisle just like this one to pray a prayer with a preacher and consider yourself saved is not 

 Bridges, Gerald; Jerry Bridges. The Discipline of Grace: God's Role and Our Role in the Pursuit of Holiness (p. 19). 7

NAVPress - A. Kindle Edition. 
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altogether wrong . . . but if you’re banking your eternity on an experience just like that one and nothing 
else then you’re in grave danger. 

JD Greear helpfully put it this way: 

Salvation does indeed happen in a moment, and once you are saved you are always saved.  The 
mark, however, of someone who is saved is that they maintain their confession of faith until the end 
of their lives.  Salvation is not a prayer you pray in a one-time ceremony and then move on from; 
salvation is a posture of repentance and faith that you begin in a moment and maintain for the rest 
of your life.  8

For most of us that transformation doesn’t take on the trajectory of a rocket ship at takeoff.  If we were to 
chart it we’d see more of a mountain range with a lot of peaks and valleys but we should generally be 
able to see a trend toward becoming more like the one we’re learning and less like the person we used to 
be.  That’s the transformation that we’re seeking out.  We become more and more like the one we love.  
Sometimes you can really see that reflected in people, did you know that?  Have you ever known a 
married couple who began to look like one another over time?   

That’s not an accident.  A psychologist at the University of Michigan conducted an experiment to test this 
phenomenon. He analyzed photographs of couples taken when they were newlyweds and photographs 
of the same couples taken 25 years later.  The results showed that the couples had grown to look more 
like each other over time. And, the happier that the couple said they were, the more likely they were to 
have increased in their physical similarity.   There are a number of possible explanations for this in 9

married couples, but the spiritual explanation for why we, over time, begin to look more like Jesus is 
explained clearly for us in Scripture. 

2 Corinthians 3:18 We all, with unveiled faces, are looking as in a mirror at the glory of the Lord and 
are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory; this is from the Lord who is the 
Spirit. 

It’s from the Lord.  God works to conform us to the image of His Son.  And that happens in two ways.  Both 
as we grow in love for God and love for others. 

To Love God and Others 

 JD Greear, Greear, J. D. Stop Asking Jesus into Your Heart: How to Know for Sure You Are Saved. B & H Publishing 8

Group, 2013. (p.5)

 https://www.livescience.com/8384-couples-start.html9
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The result of the transformation brought about by our salvation is that we love God more and we love the 
people he created more.  That’s what sanctification boils down to.  This can all sound overwhelming, I get 
it.  The Bible can be intimidating, we’ve already talked about how difficult growing as a disciple can be.  
But the fruit of that will yield a greater love for God and a greater love for people.   

When He was confronted by the Pharisees about the most important thing in life, that’s what Jesus said.  
Look at Matthew 24 

34 When the Pharisees heard that he had silenced the Sadducees, they came together. 35 And one 
of them, an expert in the law, asked a question to test him: 36 “Teacher, which command in the law 
is the greatest?” 
37 He said to him, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your 
mind. 38 This is the greatest and most important command. 39 The second is like it: Love your 
neighbor as yourself. 40 All the Law and the Prophets depend on these two commands.” 

Jesus is saying here that these two commands are the foundation of discipleship—all the Law and 
Prophets—for the Jews that would have been the very basis of  their faith.  All that we do is founded upon 
loving God and loving your neighbor.  And the best way to define neighbor here is whoever happens to 
be in front of you at any given time. 

To be a disciple of Jesus Christ is to be a forgiven sinner who is being transformed to love God and 
others.  What we are called to is actually supernatural, do you recognize that?  It isn’t natural.  It requires a 
work of the Holy Spirit to grow in love for God and love for others.  Our default mode is to love self and 
comfort self at the expense of others.   

Our default mode is self-fulfillment, but the gospel teaches us to focus on self-denial. 

Jesus said: (Mt: 16) 24 Then Jesus said to his disciples, “If anyone wants to follow after me, let him 
deny himself, take up his cross, and follow me. 25 For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but 
whoever loses his life because of me will find it.  

For anyone else in the universe this would be an unreasonable request.  No one in their right mind can 
ask you to surrender your life to follow them except Jesus—because He gave himself up to rescue your 
life.   
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Don Carson has said, “To die to self means to consider it better to die than to lust; to consider it 
better to die, than to tell this falsehood; than to consider it better to die than to . . . [you name the 
sin].”  10

What does this mean for us? 

We’ve been trying to answer the question today of what does it mean to be a disciple.  As we close I want 
to focus us in a little bit of a different direction.  Are you a disciple? 

Are you a forgiven sinner who is being transformed to love God and others?  If you’re not, then you are 
still living under the condemnation that you earned for yourself on the basis of your sin.  You need God to 
save you today.  You need to become a disciple.  That’s what God would desire for you.  How do I know?  
Because you’re here today and you’re hearing the message of the gospel.   

Paul wrote beautiful, life-giving words in Romans 10: 

9 If you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from 
the dead, you will be saved. 10 One believes with the heart, resulting in righteousness, and one 
confesses with the mouth, resulting in salvation. 11 For the Scripture says, Everyone who believes 
on him will not be put to shame, 12 since there is no distinction between Jew and Greek, because 
the same Lord of all richly blesses all who call on him. 13 For everyone who calls on the name of the 
Lord will be saved. 

Do you want to become a disciple?  Confess with your mouth Jesus is Lord, believe in your heart He is the 
Messiah.  There are over 3 billion people on earth today who have never heard the gospel.  I know that 
because there are over 3 billion people on earth who don’t have access to the gospel in a language they 
can understand.  And you’re here, hearing it today.  The Great Commission is being fulfilled right now as 
the Holy Spirit is working in your heart to bring about new life.  Is He doing that in your life?  Confess, 
repent, believe. 

For the rest of us, you disciples, the question is this:  are you making disciples?  That’s what we’ll talk 
about next week.  Let’s pray together. 

Quoted in Dever, Mark. Discipling (9marks: Building Healthy Churches) (pp. 15-16). Crossway. Kindle Edition. 10
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