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Resources and an adjunct professor in the School of 
Christian Ministries at Emmanuel College in Franklin 
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Jesus’ parting words to his followers were for them to “Go 
therefore and make disciples of all nations” (Matt 28:19). 
This being the case, shouldn’t we be concerned with 
gaining a full understanding of discipleship from the entire 
New Testament corpus? Many scholars recognize that the 
theme of discipleship is found throughout the New Testa-
ment, even in Revelation, with all of its symbolism and 
bizarre imagery. But how does it do this? The focus of this 
study, through the use of content analysis methodology, is 
to demonstrate that the theme of discipleship is not only 
found in the Apocalypse, but is also exceedingly relevant 
for Christians today. In many parts of the world Jesus’ 
disciples are facing opposition and persecution for their 
testimony to Jesus Christ. It would do Christians well to read 
the book of Revelation once again. As they read it this 
time through the eyes of the oppressed, the content of the 
book will prove extremely valuable to aid disciples of Jesus 
in their efforts to “follow the Lamb wherever he goes” (Rev 
14:4), no matter what the cost.

“Marriner offers a thoughtful, well-researched 
study of an important and neglected theme in 
the book of Revelation and illuminates what it 
means for believers to ‘follow the Lamb wher-
ever he goes.’ I warmly recommend this book.” 

—BRIAN J. TABB
Associate Dean for Academic Affairs, Bethlehem College & Seminary

“Following the Lamb brings solid biblical 
scholarship to bear on a much-neglected 
topic: discipleship in the book of Revelation. 
Marriner’s excellent work uses the Gospel of 
John to shed light on how Revelation speaks to 
what it meant (and means) to follow Jesus. 
Those interested in how Christian disciples 
should live in a demanding world will benefit 
greatly from Marriner’s biblically-reliable, 
comprehensive, and insightful contribution. 

—J. SCOTT DUVALL
Fuller Professor of New Testament and Chair, 

Department of Biblical Studies, Ouachita Baptist University
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 Foreword

it is an honor to be invited by Keith marriner to provide this foreword for 
the publication of his exegetical analysis of the theme of discipleship in the 
book of Revelation, Following the Lamb. There is no topic more important 
for biblical research than the question of what it means to be a faithful 
disciple of Jesus Christ. when first approached by Keith about becoming 
involved in his research and writing in this area, i was very pleased with his 
interest to expand the scholarly research into this eminently practical topic 
by exploring a portion of the new testament rarely probed for its insights 
into discipleship. when seeking relevant biblical passages to inform and 
instruct us in our own discipleship and the discipling of others, the book 
of Revelation rarely comes to mind. an examination of scholarly publica-
tions on the theme of discipleship further illustrates how neglected the final 
book of the new testament has been in the discussion of this important 
topic. in Following the Lamb, Keith marriner has helped to fill this gap in 
the careful exegetical examination of the biblical teaching on what it means 
to be a faithful follower of Jesus Christ.

one of the most significant contributions of this work is the develop-
ment of a coding frame to identify the discipleship theme in Revelation 
through an analysis of discipleship motifs in the Johannine corpus and in 
recent Johannine scholarship. Utilizing the methodology of content analy-
sis from social scientific research, marriner develops a succinct coding 
frame for the recognition of the discipleship motif in Revelation. For many 
of us in biblical scholarship, this is a new approach. This work demonstrates 
the usefulness of this method for identifying the presence of themes not 
as textually explicit. This method is consistently followed, supported with 
careful and detailed exegetical research and analysis in the text of Revela-
tion. The exegetical conclusions are cogently and convincingly presented. 
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The resulting synthesis and identification of the discipleship motif in Rev-
elation is sound and helpful.

marriner’s analysis leads to significant insights into what the author 
of the apocalypse was communicating to his audience about the nature 
of faithful discipleship in the context of the persecution they were suffer-
ing. as believers today find themselves in greater conflict with the cultures 
around them, these insights are of inestimable value as the church strives to 
fulfill Jesus’ mandate for us to be salt and light, faithfully following him and 
faithfully manifesting him in word and deed to a people and a culture to 
which the biblical revelation of the incarnate “word made flesh” is increas-
ingly unfamiliar and objectionable.

David R. beck
associate Dean of biblical Studies

Professor of new testament greek
Southeastern baptist Theological Seminary
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 introduction

inTRoDuCTion

there have been only a handful of general studies on the theme of 
discipleship in the new testament (nt), all of which have been written 
since 1950.1 only recently have scholars turned their attention to the motif 
of discipleship from the perspective of the gospels.2 Still, few other nt 
books have received much consideration regarding the theme of disciple-
ship. among those neglected nt books is the book of Revelation. michael 
J. wilkins in his biblical theology of discipleship, Following the Master, 
looks at the theme of discipleship in Revelation only tangentially.3 is this 
lack of interest due to the relative exclusion of the theme of discipleship 
in the apocalypse? while it is true that the term “disciple” does not occur 

1. The following are a few of the major studies written since 1950: Schweizer, Lordship 
and Discipleship; Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 415–461; hengel, Charismatic Leader; Calenberg, 
“new testament Doctrine of Discipleship”; Segovia, Discipleship; michael J. wilkins, Fol-
lowing the Master; and longenecker, Patterns of Discipleship.

2. The following are some of the major studies from the gospels: luz, “Disciples in 
matthew,” 98–127; wilkins, Disciple in Matthew’s Gospel; Donaldson, “Discipleship in 
mark,” 67–77; best, Following Jesus; tannehill, “Disciples in mark,” 134–157; martin, 
“Salvation and Discipleship,” 366–380; Sweetland, Journey with Jesus; longenecker, “Dis-
cipleship in luke-acts,” 50–76; Siker-gieseler, “Disciples and Discipleship,” 199–227; 
Segovia, “Discipleship in the Fourth gospel,” 77–102; beck, Discipleship Paradigm.

3. wilkins, Following the Master.
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outside of the gospels and acts, this does not mean the rest of the nt fails 
to contribute to what it means to be a disciple of Jesus Christ. Paul helm 
and others have noted the idea of discipleship is neither “absent [nor] less 
dominant” outside of the gospels and acts.4 according to michael wilkins, 
this includes the book of Revelation: “The consensus in the history of the 
church—ancient and modern—is that the concept of discipleship is ap-
parent everywhere in the nt, from matthew through Revelation.”5 in fact, 
there have been three brief studies on discipleship in the apocalypse to 
date, the authors of which are elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, David e. aune, 
and loren t. Stuckenbruck.6 each contribution to the idea of discipleship 
in Revelation is summarized in the following paragraphs.

Schüssler Fiorenza’s essay briefly explores Rev 14:1–5 “to show how the 
rhetorical language of a text must be explored so that its symbolic-poetic 
images make ‘sense’ within its overall context and it has ‘meaning’ and the 
power of ‘persuasion’ in its own particular historical-social situation.”7 She 
proceeds to argue for Revelation’s genre as “poetic language,” which opens 
the text to a broader range of meanings, thus enabling the interpreter “to 
perceive the strength of the image with all its possible overtones of mean-
ing for the writer as well as for the audience.”8 She goes on to discuss the 
author’s rhetorical strategy of Revelation, which she defines as a “visionary 
rhetoric” that provides its audience with an “alternate world” in order to 
encourage believers to persevere in the face of the Domitian persecution 
of Christians.9 next, she describes how this “visionary rhetoric” functions 
in Rev 14:1–5. She concludes her chapter noting that the message of Rev-
elation continues to resonate only with those Christians who experience a 
similar “rhetoric situation,” namely Christian persecution.10

while Schüssler Fiorenza’s essay does briefly explore the theme 
of discipleship in Revelation, it is limited largely to her interpretation of 
Rev 14:1–5, which is further interpreted in light of Revelation’s “visionary 
rhetoric” and particular “rhetoric situation.” This leaves the remainder of 

4. helm, “Disciple,” 630. See also luter Jr., “Discipleship,” 267.
5. wilkins, Following the Master, 293.
6. Schüssler Fiorenza, “Followers of the lamb,” 144–165; aune, “Following the 

lamb,” 269–284; and Stuckenbruck, “Revelation,” 1–5.
7. Schüssler Fiorenza, “Followers of the lamb,” 146.
8. ibid., 149–150.
9. ibid., 150, 156.
10. ibid., 161.
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Revelation to be explored concerning the theme of discipleship. Further, 
her interpretation seems to limit the efficacy of Revelation to Christians 
undergoing religious persecution. This conclusion seems a bit too narrow. 
This argument would be similar to a Pentecostal or charismatic declaring 
that one must speak in tongues in order to truly identify with the guidelines 
for the charisma in 1 Cor 12–14. Contrary to Schüssler Fiorenza’s conclu-
sion, it appears equally as likely that Rev 14:1–5 and the book as a whole are 
useful to prepare Christians who have as yet not encountered persecution 
for what it truly means to follow Jesus “wherever he goes” (Rev 14:4).

David e. aune’s essay approaches the theme of discipleship in Revela-
tion (a theme he believes was a central concern for John)11 by addressing 
Rev 14:1–5, a group of passages that speak of “victory,” and passages that 
look at having to be obedient to god’s commands and “witnessing to the 
salvific significance of Jesus.”12 Regarding Rev 14:1–5 he notes several char-
acteristics of discipleship, including: (1) Christians who have given their 
allegiance to god and Christ follow the lord wherever he goes, which in 
the book of Revelation often means suffering and death, and (2) believ-
ers are those who persevere in remaining faithful to god and the lamb.13 
Those passages that speak of victory do so paradoxically, for this victory 
is only won through suffering and death. Jesus’ own death that results in 
victory serves as a paradigm for Christian discipleship.14 Finally, Christians 
are those who keep god’s commands and who testify to the “salvific signifi-
cance of Jesus.”15

while aune does extend his study of discipleship in Revelation to 
include more than just an exegesis of Rev 14:1–5, he still does not provide 
an exhaustive study of the topic, which he admits is not the point of the 
essay.16 what he does offer in brief is something of what John thought about 
discipleship “against the dark background of anti-Christian sentiment in 
the Roman province of asia at the end of the first century aD.”17 however, 
he fails to provide a particular method by which he arrives at what John 
disclosed regarding discipleship in Revelation.

11. aune, “Following the lamb,” 270.
12. ibid., 270–271.
13. ibid., 275–277.
14. ibid., 278–279.
15. ibid., 280–283. aune believes the commands of god refer to the Decalogue.
16. ibid., 270.
17. ibid.



Following the L amb

4

The final study is loren t. Stuckenbruck’s short article. The article is 
actually divided between the topics of discipleship in Revelation and the 
historical setting that prompted John to write. Regarding the historical situ-
ation, Stuckenbruck concludes that the Christians of first century asia were 
not enduring widespread government persecution. Rather, he believes that 
John wrote to prepare believers for the persecution that was surely to come, 
since Christians were called to radical discipleship that would eventually 
lead to a “head-on collision between god’s rule and the demonized Ro-
man empire.”18 Stuckenbruck concludes that Christian discipleship in the 
apocalypse “involved living a life that was not only radically holy but also, 
as in the case of Jesus, was expected to result in death.”19 as with the studies 
of Schüssler Fiorenza and aune, Stuckenbruck’s study is far too brief and 
narrow of a focus to be considered a sufficient exploration of the theme of 
discipleship in Revelation.

DisCipLeship, ChRisTian eDuCaTion, anD 
spiRiTuaL FoRMaTion

not only has the book of Revelation received little attention with regard to 
discipleship among biblical scholars, but it is also neglected in the literature 
of Christian education and spiritual formation. Perhaps, this is because 
Christian educators generally affirm the assessment of Kenneth o. gangel, 
“The last two books of the nt [Jude and Revelation] do not add much 
to our understanding of educational ministry.”20 while the case was made 
previously that the book of Revelation does discuss discipleship, gangel’s 
comment leads one to wonder, “what does discipleship have to do with 
Christian education or even spiritual formation? is there a relationship be-
tween them? are they simply synonyms?”

First, it may be helpful to come to some understanding of what Chris-
tian education is, that is, how it is defined and what its goals or purposes 
are, from experts in the field of Christian education. The following three 
definitions provide an example of how Christian educators define Christian 
education. 

18. Stuckenbruck, “Revelation,” 4.
19. ibid., 3.
20. gangel, “what Christian education is,” 28.
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1. Robert w. Pazmiño defines Christian education as “the process of 
sharing and gaining distinctives of the Christian story and truth (in-
formation) and Christian values, attitudes, and lifestyle (formation), 
and fostering the change of persons, communities, societies, and 
structures (transformation) by the power of the holy Spirit to a fuller 
expression of god’s reign in Jesus Christ.”21

2. elsewhere he defines it as “the deliberate, systematic, and sustained 
divine and human effort to share or appropriate the knowledge, val-
ues, attitudes, skills, sensitivities, and behaviors that comprise or are 
consistent with the Christian faith. it fosters the change, renewal, and 
reformation of persons, groups, and structures by the power of the 
holy Spirit to conform to the revealed will of god as expressed in the 
Scriptures and preeminently in the person of Jesus Christ, as well as 
any outcomes of that effort.”22

3. werner C. graendorf defines Christian education as “[a] bible-based, 
holy Spirit-empowered (Christ-centered), teaching-learning process, 
that seeks to guide individuals at all levels of growth, through con-
temporary teaching means, toward knowing and experiencing god’s 
purpose and plan, through Christ in every aspect of living, and to 
equip them for effective ministry, with the overall focus on Christ the 
master educator’s example and command to make mature disciples.”23 

Some themes common among each definition are: (1) Christian edu-
cation is a holistic process of learning the Christian faith; (2) the goal is for 
the disciple of Jesus to mature and be conformed to the image of Christ; 
and (3) this is a holy Spirit-empowered process of transformation.

Some of these same themes occur in definitions of spiritual formation: 
1. Spiritual formation is “an intentional, multifaceted process which pro-

motes the transformation by which Christ is formed in us so that we 
become his continually maturing disciples.”24

2. “Christian spiritual formation refers to the intentional communal 
process of growing in our relationship with god and becoming con-
formed to Christ through the power of the holy Spirit.”25

21. Pazmiño, Principles and Practices, 44.
22. Pazmiño, Foundational Issues, 87.
23. graendorf, “Challenge of Christian education,” 16.
24. Dettoni, “what is Spiritual Formation?,” 16.
25. wilhoit, Spiritual Formation, 23.
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3. “[S]piritual formation for the Christian basically refers to the Spirit-
driven process of forming the inner world of the human self in such a 
way that it becomes like the inner being of Christ himself.”26 

Sophia R. g. Steibel has aptly described the similarities between Chris-
tian education and Christian spiritual formation. The similarities between 
the two largely include their goals in the life of the believer and the explo-
ration of common themes. The differences between the two are largely a 
matter of methodology. Christian education focuses more on “teaching and 
learning,” while spiritual formation relies more on the experiential.27

given the similarities between Christian education and Christian 
spiritual formation, one is left to wonder if there may also be similarities 
between these two and discipleship. it may prove advantageous to look at 
the following definitions of discipleship. 

1. according to wilkins, discipleship “is the process of becoming like Je-
sus Christ. to be a disciple of Jesus Christ means living a fully human 
life in this world in union with Jesus Christ and growing in confor-
mity to his image.”28

2. Fernando F. Segovia understands discipleship in a narrow and a broad-
er sense. narrowly speaking, discipleship is “to be understood techni-
cally and exclusively in terms of the ‘teacher/disciple’ relationship with 
all its accompanying and derivative terminology.”29 with reference to 
its broader sense, discipleship is “[to] be understood more generally 
in terms of Christian existence—that is, the self-understanding of the 
early Christian believers as believers: what such a way of life requires, 
implies, and entails.”30

3. Upon noting the holistic sense of discipleship, James g. Samra pro-
vides the following definition of discipleship: “Discipleship involves 
both becoming a disciple and being a disciple. at times the focus is on 
the entrance into the process (evangelism), but most often the focus 
is on growing in the process (maturity); it includes both teaching and 
life transformation. it is a general call for everyone and also an intense 

26. willard, Renovation of the Heart, 22.
27. Steibel, “Christian education and Spiritual Formation,” 342.
28. wilkins, Following the Master, 342.
29. Segovia, “introduction,” 2.
30. ibid.
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process for a select few. Therefore it is best to think of discipleship as 
the process of becoming like Christ.”31 
These three definitions repeat some of the same themes found in the 

definitions of Christian education and spiritual formation: (1) discipleship 
is a holistic process; (2) this process has as its goal greater conformity into 
the image of Christ; and (3) it includes a learning relationship, one that 
includes a teacher and student (disciple).

Several scholars from the disciplines of Christian education, spiritual 
formation, and biblical studies have recognized these similarities, particu-
larly that discipleship is a holistic educational process. For instance, gangel 
recognizes that “discipling becomes the centerpiece of the gospels, provid-
ing the link between teaching and learning.”32 Doug C. bryan likewise rec-
ognizes the similar educational emphasis of each discipline: “whether it is 
termed discipleship, Christian growth, or sanctification, Christian educa-
tion/learning is a vital element of Christian growth.”33 in addition, lucien 
Coleman notes that discipleship “implies lifelong enrollment in the school 
of Christian learning, for the essence of discipleship is leanership.”34 eugene 
Peterson comes to similar conclusions regarding the educative elements of 
discipleship, “Disciple (mathētēs) says we are people who spend our lives 
apprenticed to our master, Jesus Christ. we are in a growing-learning re-
lationship, always. a disciple is a learner.”35 Robert g. hoerber succinctly 
states that discipleship “involves a process of learning—not merely the ac-
quisition of knowledge, but the surrender of one’s person to Christ in faith 
and service.”36

all of this should be satisfactory to conclude that discipleship, al-
though not exactly synonymous with either Christian education or Chris-
tian spiritual formation, does share a striking affinity with both disciplines, 
emphasis on the need for a holistic educative process for Christian growth 
and maturity into the image of Christ.37

31. Samra, “biblical View of Discipleship,” 220.
32. gangel, “what Christian education is,” 20.
33. bryan, Relationship Learning, 13.
34. Coleman, Why the Church Must Teach, 30.
35. Peterson, Long Obedience, 17.
36. hoerber, “mathetes,” 181.
37. For others who view discipleship as a holistic educative process see: harder, 

“Concept of Discipleship,” 347–358; adams, How to Change People, 52–53; eldridge, 
“Disciple,” 75–88; and Parrett and Kang, Teaching the Faith, 259.
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given the brevity of previous studies on the topic of discipleship in 
Revelation, there is need for an in-depth analysis on the subject, one that 
should provide fruitful additions to the fields of both biblical and theologi-
cal studies, as well as Christian education and spiritual formation.

sTaTeMenT oF The pRoBLeM

The purpose of this analysis is to develop the theme of discipleship in the 
book of Revelation through biblical and theological analysis. in order to ac-
complish this purpose, this study will consist of three areas of investigation: 
(1) an overview of the forms of discipleship in the ancient world, including 
the nt, (2) current research on the theme of discipleship in the gospel 
of John, and (3) investigation of the theme of discipleship in the book of 
Revelation. The research questions are as follows: 

1. what forms of discipleship existed in the ancient world?

2. how is the theme of discipleship developed in the gospel of John ac-
cording to current research?

3. how is the theme of discipleship developed in the book of Revelation? 

DeLiMiTaTions oF This sTuDy

This study limits “current research” on the theme of discipleship in the nt 
and the gospel of John to no earlier than 1950. it is also not in the inter-
est of this study to present a comprehensive argument for one of the five 
historical approaches to interpreting Revelation (historicist, preterist, ideal-
ist, futurist, and eclectic).38 nor is it in the interest of this study to present 

38. The following is a brief description of each of the five historical approaches to 
interpreting Revelation: 

1. The historicist interpretation views “the events of Revelation as unfolding in the 
course of history” (Pate, Four Views, 17).

2. The preterist interpretation views “the events of Revelation in large part to have 
been fulfilled in the first centuries of the Christian era” (ibid.).

3. The futurist interpretation proposes, “the events of Revelation are largely fulfilled, 
holding that chapters 4–22 await the end times for their realization” (ibid.).

4. The idealist interpretation proposes, “Revelation sets forth timeless truths con-
cerning the battle between good and evil that continues throughout the church 
age” (ibid., 18).

5. The eclectic interpretation proposes the best way to interpret Revelation is to 
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a complete argument for one of the predominant millennial perspectives 
(amillennialism, historical/classical premillennialism, dispensational premi-
llennialism, and postmillennialism).39

ReseaRCh assuMpTions

This research adopts the traditional belief regarding the authorship of the 
apocalypse, that John the son of Zebedee, one of the twelve, authored Rev-
elation, as well as the gospel of John and the letters of John.40 This is based 
on the following internal (#1–4) and external evidences (#5): 

combine the strengths of several views, with the exclusion of the historicist (os-
borne, Revelation, 21). 

39. The following is a brief description of each of the millennial perspectives: 
1. Amillennialism: according to this position the millennium, rather than being 

viewed as a literal thousand years that comes at the end of the age, is now pres-
ent during the church age. Christ’s millennial reign takes place now in heaven 
with the spirits of deceased believers. This position also believes in Christ’s bodily 
return at the end of the age (grudem, Systematic Theology, 1109–1110; Clouse, 
“introduction,” 9).

2. Historical/Classical Premillennialism: according to this position Christ’s bodily 
return will take place prior to a literal thousand-year reign upon the earth. (Some 
proponents do not affirm a literal thousand-year reign.) it is distinguished from 
dispensational premillennialism by its single plan of redemption for both israel 
and the Church (grudem, Systematic Theology, 1111–1112; lewis and Demarest, 
Integrative Theology, 377–378).

3. Dispensational Premillennialism: according to this position Christ’s bodily return 
will take place prior to a literal thousand-year reign on the earth, and before the 
great tribulation period, resulting in two comings of Christ. This position also 
“maintains a clear distinction between the church and israel.” after the rapture 
of the Church great numbers of Jewish people will come to faith in Jesus, the 
messiah. This position also maintains that god’s promises to bless israel that 
have yet to be fulfilled will one day be realized (grudem, Systematic Theology, 
1113–1114).

4. Postmillennialism: according to this position “the progress of the gospel and 
growth of the church will gradually increase . . . as a result, there will be sig-
nificant Christian influences on society, society will more and more function 
according to god’s standards, and gradually a ‘millennial age’ of peace and righ-
teousness will occur on the earth. This ‘millennium’ will last for a long period of 
time (not necessarily a literal one thousand years), and finally, at the end of this 
period, Christ will return to earth” [emphasis original] (ibid., 1111). 

40. The author of this study recognizes that other persons have been considered for 
authorship of Revelation: John mark, John the elder, John the baptist and his followers, 
John the apostle, John as a pseudonym, another John, or Cerinthus (mounce, Revelation, 
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1. The author of Revelation calls himself “John” on four occasions (1:1, 
4, 9; 22:8). Since the author did not feel it necessary to provide further 
clarification as to who he was, it may indicate that he was well known 
by his audience, and perhaps was John the son of Zebedee who would 
have been extremely well known, not only by his audience, but also by 
Christians in general.41

2. The author, although referring to himself as a “prophet,” “exercised an 
authority over the asian churches [to whom the book was originally 
written] that went beyond that normally associated with nt prophets. 
This leads to the conclusion that although he wrote as a prophet, he 
functioned among his churches as an apostle.”42

3. There is “strong evidence” to suggest that the author of Revelation 
was: (1) a Palestinian Jew, (2) who was very familiar with the old tes-
tament (ot), (3) who utilized a literary genre (apocalyptic) that was 
well known in “Palestinian Judaism,” (4) who was acquainted with 
the temple cult in Jerusalem prior to aD 70, (5) who makes several 
explicit and implicit references to Jerusalem, (6) who wrote in a greek 
style that would have been common for one whose native tongue was 
either aramaic or hebrew, and (7) who may have been among those 
who fled from Jerusalem following the Jewish revolt of aD 66–73.43

4. Critical scholars tend to believe that the linguistic and theological 
differences are so great between the gospel of John and Revelation 
that they could not have been the work of a common author.44 R. h. 
Charles has put forth several of these differences: grammatical differ-
ences, differences of repeated or emphasized terminology, different 
word forms to express the same idea, and differences in meaning of 

10–15; osborne, Revelation, 2).
41. Johnson, “Revelation,” 580.
42. mounce, Revelation, 26.
43. aune, Revelation 1–5, l. The author of this research recognizes that aune does 

not support the traditional authorship of Revelation. however, he provides evidence that 
while it may not affirm John the apostle as the book’s author, it certainly does affirm that 
someone with John’s background could have been the author.

44. aune, Revelation, liv. Critical scholars in many ways affirm the view of Diony-
sius, bishop of alexandria, who was the first to advance the notion that the differences 
between the gospel of John, John’s letters, and Revelation were too great for the author 
who wrote the gospel and the letters (John the apostle) to also have written Revelation 
(eusebius Ecclesiastical History 2.7.25).
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similar words and phrases.45 however, the lack of similarities between 
the two books does not outright disqualify John the apostle from hav-
ing written both books. many of the differences may be attributed to 
the genres in which the gospel and Revelation were written.

although he notes several differences between the two books, 
Charles readily acknowledges that both the gospel of John and 
Revelation are in some ways related to one another.46 For instance, 
both authors attach “spiritual significance” to the terms ζωή (“life”), 
διψάω (“i thirst”), δόξα (“glory”), ποτίζω (“i drink”), νύξ (“night”), 
and ὁδηγέω (“i lead/guide”). There are also several terms shared in 
only the gospel of John and Revelation, such as λόγος (“word”). The 
number “seven” occurs more frequently in the gospel of John and 
Revelation than any other nt book.47 grant osborne includes even 
more similarities.48 while these considerations to do not absolutely 
affirm that John the apostle was the author, neither do they exclude 
him from consideration either.

5. The testimony of the early Church widely accepted that John the apos-
tle was the author of the apocalypse. osborne49 notes several from the 
first two centuries who affirmed the apostle’s authorship, including: 
Justin martyr,50 irenaeus,51 the muratorian Fragment,52 Clement of 
alexandria,53 origen,54 and tertullian.55 

45. Charles, Revelation, 1.xxix–xxxii.
46. ibid., 1.xxxii–xxxiv.
47. ibid., 1.xxxii–xxxiii. although he notes similarities between the two works, 

Charles does not believe John the apostle penned Revelation. instead, he advances the 
notion that another John from ephesus, John the elder, wrote the apocalypse (ibid., 
1.xl–xli, xlix–l).

48. osborne, Revelation, 5.
49. ibid., 2–3.
50. Justin martyr Dialogue 81.4.
51. irenaeus Against Heresies 4.20.11
52. Patterson, Revelation, 21.
53. Clement of alexandria Instructor 2.108.
54. origen De Principiis. 1.2.10.
55. tertullian Against Marcion 3.14.3.
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MeThoD

This study employs a qualitative content analysis to examine the theme of 
discipleship in the apocalypse. hesse-biber and leavy succinctly define 
content analysis as “[s]ystematically analyzing texts.”56 The following three 
definitions are provided as foundational for this researcher’s approach to 
qualitative content analysis: 

1. leedy and ormrod define content analysis as “a detailed and system-
atic examination of the contents of a particular body of material for 
the purpose of identifying patterns, themes, or biases.”57

2. margrit Schreier defines content analysis as “a method for describing 
the meaning of qualitative material in a systematic way. You do this by 
assigning successive parts of your material to the categories of your 
coding frame. This frame is at the heart of QCa [qualitative content 
analysis], and it covers all those meanings that feature in the descrip-
tion and interpretation of your material.”58

3. Carol grbich defines content analysis as “a systematic coding and 
categorising approach which you can use to unobtrusively explore 
large amounts of textual information in order to ascertain the trends 
and patterns of words used, their frequency, their relationship and the 
structures and discourses of communication.”59 
each of these definitions highlights that content analysis is a system-

atic method. according to Schreier, central to this systematic methodology 
is the construction of a coding frame. once a coding frame with its catego-
ries is established, one may proceed to analyze one’s textual data in light of 
said categories.

Content analysis can be either quantitative or qualitative in its ap-
proach. in quantitative content analysis an emphasis is placed on record-
ing manifest content.60 manifest content refers to “those elements that are 
physically present and countable.”61

56. hesse-biber and leavy, Practice of Qualitative Research, 310. wallen and Fraenkel 
provided another simple definition of content analysis, “an analysis of the written or 
visual contents of a document” (Educational Research, 408).

57. leedy and ormrod, Practical Research, 144.
58. Schreier, Qualitative Content Analysis, 1.
59. grbich, Qualitative Data Analysis, 112.
60. Schreier, Qualitative Content Analysis, 15.
61. berg, Qualitative Research Methods, 242.
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This is often reduced to simply counting the recurrence of words in a 
given document. This results in easily quantifiable data, which is why it is 
a method used in quantitative content analysis. however, this method fails 
to account for how terms are used in a given context, or genre, or by a par-
ticular writer.62 on the other hand, qualitative content analysis is not only 
concerned with manifest content, but also and primarily concerned with 
latent content. latent content refers to looking at a text or other communi-
cation medium in order to “[interpret] the presence of a particular theme”63 
that “is not immediately obvious.”64 besides the analysis of a document to 
observe repeated words or themes, content analysis may be used to identify 
syntax and semantics.65 Thus, content analysis provides a systematic and 
focused method for various depths of textual analysis.

with regard to the flexibility of disciplines in which content analysis 
may be applied, holsti has noted that content analysis “may be useful in 
various disciplines and for many classes of research problems.”66 Schreier 
has noted the usefulness of content analysis when applied to material that 
“requires some degree of interpretation.”67 it seems the application of con-
tent analysis to biblical data would be a natural fit.68 however, such studies 
have been “relatively rare” in the field until quite recently.69 Some examples 
of the use of content analysis in the field of biblical studies include: 

62. mcburney, Research Methods, 227.
63. ibid.
64. Schreier, Qualitative Content Analysis, 15.
65. baird, “Content analysis and the Computer,” 256; baird, “Content analysis,” 114. 

berg notes, “Seven major elements in written messages [that] can be counted in content 
analysis: words or terms, themes, characters, paragraphs, items, concepts, and seman-
tics” (Qualitative Research Methods, 246).

66. holsti, Content Analysis, 3.
67. Schreier, Qualitative Content Analysis, 2.
68. william Paul griffin gives three ways in which content analysis could be applied 

to the study of Scripture: (1) “it could illuminate characteristics of any given text, provid-
ing a list of what is or is not emphasized by a text”; (2) “it could be accessed by inputting 
the characteristics in which one is interested; the system would then provide a text or 
texts which approximate these characteristics”; and (3) “this system could be especially 
useful for comparing different texts, especially in terms of conceptual similarities and 
differences” (God of the Prophets, 22).

69. griffin, God of the Prophets, 24.
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1. Dan lioy’s study provides a content analysis of the Decalogue and the 
Sermon on the mount in order to determine various relationships that 
exist, if any, between the two discourses.70

2. James l. bazar’s research utilizes content analysis to analyze the four 
canonical gospels for instances of transformational and transactional 
language to determine to what extent Jesus exhibited either of these 
leadership styles.71

3. Daniel lee Ray’s study provides a content analysis of Jesus’ teaching 
methods as found in the gospels in order to determine to what extent 
he applied differentiated instruction.72

4. Thomas w. hudgins’s recently published dissertation utilizes content 
analysis to explore the theme of likeness education in the nt by way 
of an exegetical analysis of luke 6:40.73 

Content analysis methodology varies somewhat depending on the 
analyst. h. Russell bernard lists six steps for content analysis: (1) begin 
with a theory one is interested in testing; (2) create a set of codes; (3) apply 
the codes to a text; (4) test coder reliability; (5) “creat[e] a unit-of-analysis-
by-variable matrix from the texts and codes”; and (6) analyze the matrix.74 
margrit Schreier provides an eight step process: (1) decide on a research 
question; (2) select the material to be analyzed; (3) build a coding frame; 
(4) divide the material into coding units; (5) try out the coding frame;  
(6) evaluate and modify the coding frame; (7) conduct the main analysis; 
and (8) interpret and present one’s findings.75 Richard e. boyatzis offers 
three succinct steps: (1) elect a sample and design; (2) develop themes and 
code; and (3) apply the code.76

how does one go about finding coding themes with which to conduct 
a content analysis? berg notes that categories for content analysis may be 
inductive, deductive, or both. The inductive method “begins with the re-
searcher ‘immersing’ themselves in the documents . . . in order to identify 
the dimensions or themes that seem meaningful to the producers of each 

70. loiy, Decalogue.
71. bazar, “leadership within the gospels.”
72. Ray, “Jesus’ teaching methods.”
73. hudgins, Likeness Education.
74. bernard, Research Methods, 507.
75. Scheier, Qualitative Content Analysis, 6.
76. boyatzis, Transforming Qualitative Information, 29.
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message” (emphasis original).77 in a deductive approach “researchers use 
some categorical scheme suggested by a theoretical perspective, and the 
documents provide a means for assessing the hypothesis.”78 it is also pos-
sible to utilize a combination of the inductive and deductive approaches. 
This study utilizes a combination of both approaches.

The research proceeds as follows. Chapter two will provide an over-
view of the forms of discipleship in the ancient world, including the nt. 
This stage should answer the question, “what forms of discipleship ex-
isted in the ancient world?” This content may be utilized for comparative 
purposes.

Chapter three will provide a review and analysis of current litera-
ture on the theme of discipleship in the gospel of John. This stage should 
answer the question, “how is the theme of discipleship developed in the 
gospel of John according to current research?” included in this chapter 
will be the development of a coding frame from the analysis of the theme of 
discipleship in the gospel of John. an inductive method will be utilized to 
ascertain themes to be used in the development of a coding frame.79

Chapter four will be the application of the coding frame to the book of 
Revelation.80 This is necessary because the book of Revelation lacks the tra-
ditional language of discipleship found in the gospels and acts. as noted 
previously, this, however, does not negate the presence of this topic in the 
rest of the nt corpus, which includes Revelation. This stage should answer 
the question, “how is the theme of discipleship developed in the book of 
Revelation?” in this case, a deductive method, one that utilizes previous 
research (the coding frame developed from studies of discipleship in the 

77. berg, Qualitative Research Methods, 245. See also bernard, Research Methods, 493.
78. berg, Qualitative Research Methods, 245–246. For more on the use of standard 

categories see holsti, Content Analysis, 101–104.
79. Coffey and atkinson define coding as “condensing the bulk of [one’s] data sets 

into analyzable units by creating categories with and from [one’s] data” (Qualitative Data, 
26). holsti offers another definition of coding, “the process whereby raw data are sys-
tematically transformed and aggregated into units which permit precise description of 
relevant content characteristics” (Content Analysis, 94).

80. with regard to data-driven [inductive] content analysis, Schreier notes, “it is usu-
ally best to build your coding frame using the same material that you want to analyse 
[sic.]” [emphasis added] (Qualitative Content Analysis, 91). while it is best, it is not 
entirely necessary. The reason for developing a coding frame from the gospel of John 
to be applied to Revelation is primarily because of their shared authorship (see “assump-
tions”). See also wilkins, Following the Master, 294, 301–302.
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gospel of John), is used to analyze the apocalypse for discipleship termi-
nology and themes. This stage includes exegesis of the text of Revelation.

Chapter five will be a summary of the researcher’s findings. The re-
search concludes with some recommendations for future research.
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 Discipleship in the ancient World

inTRoDuCTion

The theme of discipleship has received little attention when considering 
the nt as a whole. all of the major works on the subject have been written 
since 1950. From the late 1960s to the present day, scholarly attention on 
discipleship shifted to the individual authors of the nt. This shift began 
with the Synoptic gospels, and studies have continued to be focused largely 
on the gospels and acts.1 The following survey addresses the topic of dis-
cipleship in the ancient world, including the nt (apart from the gospel 
of John and Revelation).2 The chapter charts the following order: (1) the 
historical background to nt discipleship, (2) the ot background to nt 
discipleship, and (3) the general characteristics of nt discipleship. The 
purpose of this chapter is to answer the question, “what forms of disciple-
ship existed in the ancient world?”

1. Few studies have been undertaken on discipleship outside of the gospels and 
acts. Some of these can be found in Segovia, Discipleship and longenecker, Patterns of 
Discipleship.

2. Johannine discipleship will be considered in chapter 3, per the outline provided at 
the conclusion of chapter 1. The pertinent literature on the theme of discipleship in the 
book of Revelation has already been reviewed in the introductory section of chapter 1. 
Chapter 4 is an analysis of the theme of discipleship in Revelation.
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hisToRiCaL BaCKGRounD To neW TesTaMenT 
DisCipLeship

This section is separated into two distinct units. The first section addresses 
the use of discipleship in the ancient greco-Roman world largely through 
the use of its terminology, beginning with the term μαθητής (“disciple”). 
Finally, discipleship in Judaism is explored through its terminology, as well 
as certain relationships in the world of Judaism.

The Concept of Discipleship in the Greco-Roman World

The earliest use of μαθητής in the context of one who seeks to learn some-
thing is found in the work of the historian herodotus.3 The usage of the 
term μαθητής (“disciple”) early on referred to someone who was an “ap-
prentice” or “learner.”4 eventually the term “disciple” came to be used as 
something of a technical term with reference to the “‘institutional pupil’ of 
the Sophists.”5 it would later be used in a “technical sense to refer to an ‘ad-
herent’ of a great teacher, teaching, or master.”6 For there to be a “disciple” 
there must also be a “teacher” (διδάσκαλος).7

There were several master-disciple relationships in antiquity. one 
of some significance was the disciples of the Sophists. The Sophists’ aca-
demic relationship raised the ire of Socrates and those who followed him 
(Plato, Xenophon, and aristotle).8 Rengstorf notes the difference between 
the Sophists and Socrates in this type of relationship. while the Sophists’ 
relationship with their “pupils” was more or less based on a transaction, 
Socrates charged no fee for his services, but instead invited his students to 

3. herodotus Histories 4.77.1. Cf. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 416.
4. wilkins, Following the Master, 72. Cf. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 416. Plato uses the 

term in this way with reference to one learning to play the flute (Meno 90.e). Physicians 
are also referred to as an “apprentice” (Plato Republic X.599.c).

5. wilkins, Disciple in Matthew’s Gospel, 41. Plato speaks of a disciple of Protagoras 
who “is taking the course professionally with a view to becoming a sophist” (Protagoras 
315.a).

6. wilkins, Disciple in Matthew’s Gospel, 41. For instance, euripides was highly 
esteemed because he was a disciple of anaxagras (Diodorus Siculus Library of History 
1.7.7; 1.38.4).

7. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 416. So also wilkins, Disciple in Matthew’s Gospel, 41; lon-
genecker, “introduction,” 2–3. See also “μαθητής,” bDag, 609.

8. wilkins, Following the Master, 74.
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enter into a relationship with him.9 Socrates’s relationship with his students 
was more of a mutual exploration of the truth, as opposed to Sophists, who 
were more formal educators.10 This may have been why Socrates so infre-
quently referred to his students as μαθηταί or to himself as a διδάσκαλος.11

an additional form of the master-disciple relationship was the one 
found in the mystery religions. here the disciple seeks to become a member 
of the society that has formed itself around a particular god. The master is 
necessary for this. The disciple follows the master until the goal of initiation 
has been achieved. like the Sophists, this was an impersonal relationship.12

The death of one’s teacher did not appear to completely sever the 
master-disciple relationship. after the death of their teacher the disciples 
continued to extol their teaching. in some cases the death of the teacher 
served to strengthen the resolve of the disciples to propagate their instruc-
tion. This desire to see their master’s teaching live on led to the formation 
of communities of disciples for that expressed purpose.13

by the time of the late hellenistic period, μαθητής continued to be 
used with reference to “learners” and “adherents.” by the third century aD 
the term was used almost exclusively to refer to an “adherent” of a great 
teacher, one to whose teaching, and also to whose conduct, the disciple 
sought to adhere.14 The focus of the term on an “adherent” would make 

9. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 420.
10. wilkins, Following the Master, 74.
11. Plato strongly opposed being grouped with the Sophists. For instance in Apol-

ogy 33.a–33.b he stated, “but you will find that through all my life, both in public, if i 
engaged in any public activity, and in private, i have always been the same as now, and 
have never yielded to any one wrongly, whether it were any other person or any of those 
who are said by my traducers to be my pupils. but i was never any one’s teacher. if any 
one, whether young or old, wishes to hear me speaking and pursuing my mission, i have 
never objected, nor do i converse only when i am paid and not otherwise, but i offer 
myself alike to rich and poor; i ask questions, and whoever wishes may answer and hear 
what i say.” Cf. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 418. although Socrates and Plato rarely used the 
term μαθητής, they did use it when there was no danger of misinterpreting it with the 
Sophists’ usage (wilkins, Disciple in Matthew’s Gospel, 42). For instance, Socrates used 
μαθητής with reference to “learners” (Plato Republic X.618.c), “disciples” (Plato Sympo-
sium 197.a), and “pupils” (Plato Cratylus 428.b).

12. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 421.
13. ibid., 423–424.
14. See Dio Chrysostom Homer 11.7.



Following the L amb

20

an easy transition into the early church, where the focus was on being an 
“adherent” to a great master, namely, Christ.15

in addition to μαθητής, the verb μανθάνω is used in educational con-
text, which included master-disciple relationships.16 a student is one who 
learns, which is the common usage of the term μανθάνω (“i learn”).17 it is 
used with reference to the acquisition of knowledge, whether through the 
medium of teaching or an experience.18 This knowledge may be “theoreti-
cal knowledge,” that is, that which is unknown and speculative in nature.19 
The term was used in this way from the time of Socrates moving forward.20

another term the greeks used that carried religious or philosophical 
connotations, although with far less frequency than μαθητής, was ἀκολουθέω 
(“i follow”). The term may be used in either a literal or a figurative fashion, 
the latter referring to one who follows a teacher as a disciple.21 in religious 
and philosophical use it may be used with god as the object one follows. 
The term more commonly used in antiquity is ἕπω (hepō), which is not 
found in the nt. in rare instances it means something akin to “becoming 
like god by acting as he does.”22 This comports with the Stoics’ usage of 
the term, which suggested that one’s goal for following a deity was to be 
incorporated into it.23

one additional term that could be used with reference to disciple-
ship was μιμέομαι. The term is usually translated something like “imitate, 
emulate, follow.”24 when used, its context was the arts, education, and the 

15. wilkins, Disciple in Matthew’s Gospel, 42.
16. in Plato Euthydemus 276.a one finds a close association between the terms 

μαθητής and μανθάνω. “Then euthydemus asked: and are there persons whom you 
call teachers, or not? he agreed that there were. and the teachers of the learners 
[μανθανόντων] are teachers in the same way as your lute-master and your writing-master, 
i suppose, were teachers of you and the other boys, while you were pupils [μαθηταί]? he 
assented. now, of course, when you were learning [ἐμανθάνετε], you did not yet know the 
things you were learning [ἐμανθάνετε]?”

17. “μανθάνω,” bDag, 615.
18. müller, “μαθητής,” 483.
19. ibid.
20. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 396.
21. See “ἀκολουθέω,” bDag, 36–37.
22. Kittel, “ἀκολουθέω,” 210. one is able to become like god because all human beings 

come from him and “by means of reason conjoined with him” (epictetus Discourses 1.9).
23. blendinger, “ἀκολουθέω,” 481.
24. “μιμέομαι,” bDag, 651.
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family.25 The term is often used in a negative sense in greek usage, although 
not always. when it was used in a negative sense, the word referred “to 
quasi-dramatic ‘aping’ or [a] feeble copying with lack of originality.”26 it 
was also used with reference to Platonic cosmology.27 in this instance, the 
visible world was viewed as the copy (μίμησις) of the “invisible archetype 
in the higher world.”28 Those philosophers who would give themselves to 
think of this ideal, higher world were said “to imitate god.” The aim of the 
person in this case was to move “toward unity” with god.29 eventually the 
idea of imitating god would cross over into the ethical arena.30

whether the term “imitate” was actually used, the idea was reflected 
in the greco-Roman culture. Students were encouraged to choose a teacher 
whose life they could see and imitate.31 For instance the Roman philoso-
pher, Seneca, offers these words of advice to a potential disciple: “Choose 
a master whose life, conversation, and soul-expressing face have satisfied 
you; picture him always to yourself as your protector and pattern. For 
we must indeed have someone according to whom we may regulate our 
character.”32 what Seneca expressed was the relational element of the dis-
cipleship relationship. The depth of the relationship was to be characterized 
by intimacy. Rengstorf recognizes this development in the greco-Roman 
discipleship culture:

The significant thing here is the way in which μαθητής is ex-
pounded in terms of μιμεῖσθαι. The center of gravity of μαθητὴν 
εἶναι is thus removed from the formal side of the relation between 
μαθητής and διδάσκαλος to the inner fellowship between the two 
and its practical effects, and this to such a degree that the latter is 
basic to the whole relationship. This is not without considerable 

25. michaelis, “μιμέομαι, μιμητής, κτλ.,” 660–661. euripedes speaks of the good in 
children imitating just parents (Helen 940). Xenophon speaks of how teachers attempt to 
make their students “copy” (imitate) their example (Memorabilia i.6.3).

26. bauder, “μιμέομαι,” 490.
27. ibid., 491.
28. ibid.
29. morrison, Mimetic Tradition, 28–29.
30. michaelis, “μιμέομαι, μιμητής, κτλ.,” 662; bauder, “μιμέομαι,” 491. Plato states 

that to become like god is to take on his character, which he identifies as “righteous and 
holy and wise” (Theaetetus 176.b).

31. Calenberg, “new testament Doctrine of Discipleship,” 26–27.
32. Seneca Epistles 11.9–10.
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significance in relation to the development of the Christian use of 
μαθητής.33 

Summary

The concept of discipleship in the greco-Roman world is seen through 
the usage of its relevant terminology. The term μαθητής, which basically 
meant “learner,” began to be used as a technical term for one who learned 
from a great master or teacher. what was actually learned (μανθάνω) varied 
depending on the teacher. The relationships that developed were initially 
more formal in nature, although in time became more informal, so that 
the student shared in the life of the master. in some cases, the passing of 
a great master meant the preservation and continuation of his teaching. 
Those who continued to study and appropriate his instruction would be 
considered his disciples. The idea of following (ἀκολουθέω, ἕπω) a teacher 
also figures prominently in greek thought. The idea was that one not only 
literally followed one’s teacher, but also figuratively followed his teaching 
and way of life (μιμέομαι).

The Concept of Discipleship in Judaism

what terminology existed that described the concept of discipleship in 
Judaism?34 one term that proves prominent in this discussion is ַּתְלִמיד 
(talmîdh). This term is similar to the greek term μαθητής.35 Rengstorf 
states, ַּתְלִמיד “is used exclusively for the one who gives himself (as a learner) 
to Scripture and to the religious tradition of Judaism.”36 The role of teacher 
and learner was reserved only for men.37 This learner was not alone in his 
quest for knowledge of the scriptures. he was to attach himself to a great 
teacher who determined what was to be learned.38 one must have a rabbi 

33. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 417.
34. The emphasis here is on the time often referred to as second temple Judaism, 

although some mention is made to the intertestamental Period.
35. wilkins notes that both “μαθητής and ַּתְלִמיד appear to be equivalent terms” (Dis-

ciple in Matthew’s Gospel, 125). Cf. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 442.
36. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 431–432.
37. ibid., 4.433.
38. müller, “μαθητής,” 485.
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(i.e., teacher) if one was to be a ַּתְלִמיד (i.e., student).39 The student learned 
from his teacher by listening to his instruction and “appropriating what 
[was] heard.”40 The student would actually attach himself to a teacher and 
follow him “everywhere” he went, “learning from him and above all serv-
ing him.”41 The method of instruction was lecture with the opportunity for 
questioning that led to open discussion, which included other students.42 
The goal of the student was to become a teacher himself, so that he might 
garner the authority to teach his own students.43 it was not until its use in 
the rabbinic literature that ַּתְלִמיד began to take on the special meaning of 
one who studied torah, both the written and the oral torah. The oral and 
written torah was the vehicle through which one followed the lord.44 This 
led to the view that moses was the “absolute teacher.”45

eventually schools formed around a rabbi. The two great rabbinical 
schools were hillel and Shammai. hillel’s school had the greater impact 
of the two in terms of adherents and influence. The student followed the 
rabbi so closely that he would become a “representative of the tradition 
established by the rabbi.”46 This was true of disciples who studied with a 
particular rabbi and of those who studied under the tradition of a particular 
rabbi. Thus, one could study the tradition of a deceased rabbi under the in-
struction of a living rabbi and still be called a disciple of the deceased rabbi.47 
Rengstorf believes this pattern owes its genesis to greek influences, rather 
than the ot, and provides several lines of evidence in its defense.48 For 
instance, he notes their “lionizing of moses,” as well as the student-teacher 
relationship, which he believes was devoid in the ot.49 he concludes “the 

39. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 434–435.
40. ibid., 435.
41. blendinger, “ἀκολουθέω,” 481.
42. ibid.
43. müller, “μαθητής,” 486.
44. wilkins, Disciple in Matthew’s Gospel, 125.
45. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 437. Cf. Seift, Education in Ancient Israel, 100–101.
46. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 436.
47. ibid.
48. ibid., 438–439.
49. ibid., 438. wilkins outright opposes Rengstorf on this latter point (Disciple in 

Matthew’s Gospel, 218). with regard to the “lionizing of moses” see, Sir 45:1. with regard 
to the student-teacher relationship, in particular, the custom of some rabbis to take fees, 
see Strack and billerbeck, Talmud and Midrash, i.863.
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 as such came into Judaism from the educative process of the greek [ַּתְלִמיד]
and hellenistic philosophical schools.”50

while one might choose to follow a rabbi, one typically did not speak 
of following (ἀκολουθέω) god, since he could not be seen. Rather, one 
could and should “follow the qualities of god,” that is, live consistent to his 
revealed character and actions.51 The rabbis believed this was possible by 
imitating (μιμέομαι) god “in the sense of developing the image of god” in 
people.52 This went a step further in the Pseudepigrapha that encouraged 
people to not only imitate god, but also to imitate persons of “outstanding 
character.”53 Philo also spoke of imitating righteous persons, either living 
or dead. he also called for the imitation of god, but tempered this, noting 
this exercise had its limitations. The thought of imitating god is altogether 
absent in the writings of Josephus.54

50. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 439.
51. Kittel, “ἀκολουθέω,” 212. as god is gracious and merciful, so also should be his 

people israel. This comes through imitating god’s character (Mek. Ex. 15:2). See also 
Soṭah, 14a which, states, “what means the text: Ye shall walk after the lord your god? is 
it, then, possible for a human being to walk after the Shechinah; for has it not been said: 
For the lord thy god is a devouring fire? but [the meaning is] to walk after the attributes 
of the Holy One, blessed be he. as he clothes the naked, for it is written: and the lord 
god made for adam and for his wife coats of skin, and clothed them, so do thou also 
clothe the naked. The holy one, blessed be he, visited the sick, for it is written: and the 
lord appeared unto him by the oaks of mamre, so do thou also visit the sick. The holy 
one, blessed be he, comforted mourners, for it is written: and it came to pass after the 
death of abraham, that god blessed isaac his son, so do thou also comfort mourners. 
The holy one, blessed be he, buried the dead, for it is written: and he buried him in the 
valley, so do thou also bury the dead” (emphasis added).

however, some aspects of god’s character were not to be imitated, including jealousy 
and anger (Cohen, Everyman’s Talmud, 211–212).

52. bauder, “μιμέομαι,” 491.
53. ibid. Cf. michaelis, “μιμέομαι, μιμητής, κτλ.,” 664. For example see 4 macc 9:23, 

“‘imitate me, brothers,’ he said. ‘Do not leave your post in my struggle or renounce our 
courageous family ties.’” The idea of imitation occurs in other pseudepigraphical works. 
with regard to the imitation of good men, see T. Benj. 3:1; 4:1. with regard to the imita-
tion of god see T. Ash. 4:3–4. The concept of imitation may also be found in the Jewish 
apocryphal work 2 macc 6:27–28, “‘Therefore, by bravely giving up my life now, i will 
show myself worthy of my old age and leave to the young a noble example of how to die 
a good death willingly and nobly for the revered and holy laws.’ when he had said this, 
he went at once to the rack.”

54. michaelis, “μιμέομαι, μιμητής, κτλ.,” 665–666. Philo refers to the imitation of 
physicians (Sacrifices 123), or moses (Moses 158), and of fathers (Sacrifices 68).
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Summary

During the time of second temple Judaism rabbinical schools began to be 
developed. These were at first more informal, but eventually took a more 
recognized shape around the two great rabbinical schools of hillel and 
Shammai. These schools were led by men who taught male students the 
torah, both the oral and written torah. a Rabbi did not so much gather 
disciples, as did disciples flock to them. a student chose his master. The 
rabbi taught his students not only by the words he spoke, but also by his 
example. The goal for the student was to become a master of the torah, 
so that one could then teach one’s own disciples. although certainty is not 
possible, it is believed that the greek model of discipleship played an in-
fluential role in the development of the concept of discipleship in Judaism.

while one might choose to follow a great teacher, one did not typi-
cally speak of following god, since unlike the teacher, he did not possess a 
physical body, and thus, could not be seen. however, in time, some of the 
religious writings of Judaism began to incorporate some aspect of people 
imitating god. The purpose was generally to aid in the development of the 
imago Dei in the individual.

oLD TesTaMenT BaCKGRounD To neW 
TesTaMenT DisCipLeship

This section concerns the possible ot historical background to nt dis-
cipleship. to do so, this section covers terminology usually associated with 
discipleship in the ot and with ot examples that appear to inform the 
later nt concept of discipleship.

Relevant Discipleship Terminology in the Old Testament

The apparent paucity of linguistic evidence for discipleship in the ot has 
led some scholars to conclude, chiefly Rengstorf, that it is completely absent 
in the ot.55 Rengstorf notes that the term μαθητής does not appear in the 

55. “if the term is missing, so, too, is that which it serves to denote. apart from the 
formal relation of teacher and pupil, the ot, unlike the classical greek world and hel-
lenism, has no master-disciple relation. whether among the prophets or the scribes we 
seek in vain for anything corresponding to it” (Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 427. Cf. müller, 
“μαθητής,” 485; Jenni, “648 ”,למד).



Following the L amb

26

“established lXX tradition.”56 Furthermore, the term’s hebrew equivalent, 
-occurs only once in the hebrew bible (1 Chr 25:8). Rengstorf be ,ַּתְלִמיד
lieves the reason for the disuse of such terms is in part a matter of the old 
testament’s emphasis on the community, rather than the individual.57

wilkins counters this conclusion, noting the master-disciple relation-
ship is evidenced in the few uses of the ot terms ַּתְלִמיד and ִלֻּמד (limmûdh).58 
 is used of a pupil,59 and of the disciple of a rabbi in rabbinical times.60 ַּתְלִמיד
 ”carries the “idea of training as well as educating (”lāmad, “to learn) ָלַמד
(hos 10:1; Deut 5:1; 2 Chr 17:7, 9).61 it is used with reference to observing 
the law, as well as for training animals (hos 10:1; Judg 3:31) and military 
personnel (1 Chr 5:18; isa 2:4; mic 4:3), and “teaching and rehearsing 
songs” (Ps 60).62 ִלֻּמד is a term that may be used of disciples of the lord or 
of a human master.63 Concerning the usage of both ַּתְלִמיד and ִלֻּמד wilkins 
concludes, “although the occurrences of these terms are scarce, they indi-
cate that established master-disciple relationships are at least to be found 
among the musicians and writing prophets. The casual way in which the 
terms are used indicate an even broader usage behind these examples.”64

of particular interest is the occurrence of ִלּמּוִדם (limmûdîm) in isa 
8:16, “bind up the testimony; seal the teaching among my disciples” (em-
phasis added). israel w. Slotki believes the ִלּמּוִדם are disciples of isaiah 
who were instructed by him in the torah.65 edward Young notes that the 
disciples in question are first and foremost god’s disciples and isaiah’s in a 
secondary sense.66 however, god uses means, isaiah in this case, to medi-

56. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 426.
57. ibid., 427.
58. wilkins, Disciple in Matthew’s Gospel, 89–90. Calenberg adds that Rengstorf fails 

to acknowledge the usage of ִלֻּמד, which would appear to “negate his conclusions” (“new 
testament Doctrine of Discipleship,” 42).

59. merrill believes the proper translation of ַּתְלִמיד in 1 Chr 25:8 is “pupil” based on 
its occurrence with ֵמִבין (mēbîn, “teacher”), and its aramaic cognate ַּתְלִמיָדא (talmîda) 
.(803 ”,למד“)

60. Kaiser, “480 ”,ָלַמד.
61. ibid.
62. Jenni, “647–646 ”,למד.
63. wilkins, Disciple in Matthew’s Gospel, 89–90.
64. ibid., 90.
65. Slotki, Isaiah, 41.
66. Kapelrud notes that the ot describes god as “the ultimate teacher” (9 ,ָלַמד). Cf. 

merrill, “2.802 ”,למד. See also 2 Sam 22:35; Job 21:22; and Jer 32:33.
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ate his message and to teach it to his disciples. he concludes that one may, 
therefore, refer to them as disciples of isaiah.67

an additional term that seems to be related to the concept of disciple-
ship is ָהַלך (hālakh), which occurs 1,547 times in the hebrew ot.68 The 
term is used either literally or figuratively. when used literally it expresses 
“the capacity for self-locomotion” (gen 12:4; 13:5; 14:24; 33:12; exod 14:29; 
Josh 14:10; 24:3; Judg 11:16, 18).69 it may also be used metaphorically as a 
reference to one’s life journey (Josh 8:35; 1 Sam 12:2),70 the end of one’s 
journey, meaning death (gen 15:2; Josh 23:14),71 or even following after a 
teacher. it is also used figuratively with relation to one’s covenant relation-
ship with god (Deut 26:17; 28:9; Josh 22:5).72 often, apostasy is referred to 
as going after or following false gods (exod 32:1; Jer 5:23).73 This usage is far 
more frequent than the handful of references to following god in covenant 
faithfulness. Sauer conjectures that “pagan cultic processions” may have 
been the reason for the largely one-sided usage of the expression.74

Summary

while linguistic evidence for the concept of discipleship is limited in the 
ot, it is not entirely absent. when it does occur, it appears to be used in 
a master-disciple relationship. teaching the torah and training persons to 
follow god’s instructions were certainly important concepts in the ot, and 
these come through in the case of ָלַמד. in addition, there appears to be 
sufficient evidence to conclude that isa 8:16, a key text when determining 
the validity of discipleship in the ot, does in fact refer to the prophet isaiah 
having a number of disciples. however, it must be recognized that these 
disciples are his only in a secondary sense, for the lord god is one’s teacher 
first and foremost.

67. Young, Book of Isaiah, 314. on the teaching function of prophets see Seift, Educa-
tion in Ancient Israel, 37.

68. Sauer, “366 ”,הלך.
69. ibid., 367. Cf. helfmeyer, “391–390 ”,ָהַלך; Coppes, “216 ”,ָהַלך.
70. helfmeyer, “392–391 ”,ָהַלך.
71. Sauer, “368 ”,הלך.
72. merrill, “1033 ”,הלך.
73. Sauer, “369 ”,הלך; helfmeyer, “395 ”,ָהַלך; Coppes, “216 ”,ָהַלך.
74. Sauer, “369 ”,הלך.
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Old Testament Examples of Discipleship

were there any examples of the kind of relationship that might be identi-
fied with discipleship in the ot besides the one mentioned in isa. 8:16? 
according to Rengstorf the answer must certainly be no. he notes that the 
relationship between moses and Joshua, elijah and elisha, the prophets 
and their attendants, and Jeremiah and baruch were not teacher-disciple 
relationships as is sometimes thought. Rather, Joshua, elisha, baruch, and 
others who followed the prophets were “servants” of those with whom they 
had a relationship.75 in the end, Rengstorf reasons that the teacher-disciple 
relationship was absent in the ot because there was only one who was to be 
revered and whose word was to be followed, the lord himself. The prophets 
spoke on god’s behalf. Those to whom they spoke were god’s people. god’s 
word was not bound to only one prophet; rather, it was “continuous and 
dynamic.”76 Thus, there was no room for the kind of teacher-disciple rela-
tionship found among the greeks, in which the human master’s words were 
venerated, preserved, and transmitted to the next generation.77

on the other hand, there are those who argue contrary to Rengstorf ’s 
conclusion regarding the presence of examples of discipleship in the ot. 
martin hengel was one of the first to affirm the existence of discipleship 
relationships in the ot. hengel notes how Josephus describes elisha as a 
disciple of elijah.78 Josephus actually used the greek word μαθητής.79 in 
addition, hengel sees the elisha/elijah call narrative as a clear analogy to 
Jesus’ own calling of his disciples.80 he further notes that elijah and eli-
sha “are frequently used among the rabbis to exemplify the teacher-pupil 
relationship.”81

Following hengel is Richard Calenberg, who believed there were sev-
eral ot pairs that provided evidence of a pattern of discipleship akin to the 

75. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 427–430.
76. ibid., 431.
77. ibid.
78. martin hengel, Nachfolge und Charisma. english translation: Charismatic Leader, 

16. all references are to the english translation.
79. Josephus Jewish Antiquities 8.354, “he [elisha] parted from them [his parents] 

and then went with the prophet [elijah]; and so long as elijah was alive he [elisha] was 
his disciple and attendant” (emphasis added). The occurrence of μαθητής is absent in the 
lXX of 1 Kgs 19:21.

80. hengel, Charismatic Leader, 16–17.
81. ibid., 17.
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greeks and the rabbinical schools of Judaism.82 in particular, he viewed 
the relationship between elisha and elijah as the definite master-disciple 
model in the ot.83 This is due in part to the language used to describe eli-
sha following after elijah. The hebrew phrase includes the verb ָהַלך, which 
may be used with reference to following after a teacher (cf. 1 Kgs 19:21).84 
michael wilkins comes to similar conclusions, noting the ot possesses 
examples of master-disciple relationships among the prophets (e.g., Samuel 
and elisha), the scribal guild, and in the wisdom tradition.85 his conclusion 
provides a corrective to Rengstorf, who believes the exclusion or limited 
occurrences of “disciple” terminology means the concept of discipleship 
did not exist in the ot.86

Summary

as noted in the previous section, there is one ultimate teacher in israel, 
and all are his disciples. That being said, there does appear to be strong 
evidence for the existence of disciple-teacher relationships of a secondary 
nature in the ot. The god of israel used human means to instruct and 
lead his people. he called and commissioned men to lead the nation (i.e., 
moses) and to speak his word to them (i.e., elijah). in order to perpetuate 
the continuation of these ministries, it was necessary to enlist others and 
prepare them to carry on the work in the absence of the current leader. 
Discipleship was the process by which this reality was realized.

82. Calenberg, “new testament Doctrine of Discipleship,” 51–63.
83. ibid., 60.
84. ibid., 50. Cf. Sauer, “370 ,368 ”,הלך.
85. wilkins, Disciple in Matthew’s Gospel, 90–91.
86. ibid., 218. elsewhere wilkins highlights the old testament’s understanding of 

discipleship as the basis of discipleship in the nt: “the one master-disciple relationship 
that is analogous to the old testament’s is the relationship between Jesus and his dis-
ciples. The god of the old testament who calls his people to a covenantal relationship is 
the same god of the new testament who, in Jesus, calls his people to the new covenantal 
relationship” (Following the Master, 54).
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ChaRaCTeRisTiCs oF neW TesTaMenT 
DisCipLeship

This section begins with a summary of discipleship terminology used 
throughout the nt, with specific emphasis on the Synoptic gospels and 
the epistles. This is followed by a look at Jesus’ distinct form of discipleship, 
and closes with the apparent emphases on discipleship as articulated in the 
epistles.

Relevant Discipleship Terminology in the New Testament

There are several key terms used in the nt that relate to the concept of 
discipleship. This section reviews several of the most prominent, beginning 
with “disciple” (μαθητής).

Μαθητής (“Disciple”)

Richard longenecker notes that although believers are occasionally re-
ferred to as people of “the way” and “Christians,” the most common 
designation for followers of Christ in the gospels and acts is “disciple” 
(μαθητής).87 Μαθητής occurs at least 250 times and only in the gospels and 
acts.88 apart from a few exceptions, a μαθητής is one who is a disciple of 
Jesus.89 according to Rengstorf, when it does occur, the term refers to “the 
existence of a personal attachment which shapes the whole life of the one 
described as μαθητής.”90 wilkins adds, “a ‘disciple’ of Jesus . . . was one who 
adhered to his master, and the type of adherence was determined by the 
master himself.”91 in the book of acts, the term is used “to designate the 
person who has placed faith in Jesus Christ.”92 The term “disciple” becomes 
synonymous with one who is a genuine believer in Jesus Christ.93

87. longenecker, “introduction,” 2.
88. Rengstorf numbers its occurrence at 250 times (“μαθητής,” 441), while müller has 

its occurrence at 264 times (“μαθητής,” 484).
89. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 442, 457. Cf. müller, “μαθητής,” 486. The few exceptions 

include references to disciples of John the baptizer, moses, and the Pharisees.
90. Rengstorf, “μαθητής,” 441.
91. wilkins, Disciple in Matthew’s Gospel, 42.
92. wilkins, “Disciples,” 181. Cf. Freyne, Twelve, 217.
93. wilkins, “Disciples,” 181.
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