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Introduction
As we conclude our Talks on Key Themes in John 21 with the theme of Discipleship | would like to
start with this question:

What Does It Mean to Follow and how is Christian Discipleship different?

In the world today, it is easy to be an admirer. We follow political movements. We follow sports
teams. We follow celebrities on social media. There is a generation growing up today immersed in
the online following of so-called “Content Creators", demanding subscriptions and measuring their
popularity by the number of “likes.” In the course of time, their popularity and that of their product fade.
“Sic transit gloria mundi” (thus passes the glory of the world or, fame is fleeting) - as an old saying
goes. Largely, this kind of following requires no real sacrifice, but when the Lord Jesus Christ said,
“Follow me,” He was not asking for casual interest. He was not inviting spectators. He was calling
disciples, in the tradition of old Jewish rabbis or teachers. In the first century, to follow a rabbi
meant leaving everything — home, livelihood, security — in order to live with him, learn from him,
imitate him, and become like him.

In the New Testament of our Bible, when the Lord Jesus called fishermen like Peter, later the
leading Apostle, and Andrew, his brother, they left their nets immediately (Matthew chapter 4:18—
20). When He called Matthew, the tax collector, also later an Apostle, he left his booth behind
(Luke 5:27-28). In Matt. 4:20-22, James and John left their father. John and Andrew were the first
disciples to leave their old Teacher John The Baptist and follow the Lord Jesus, on the basis of
John’s testimony (John 1:35 — 39). So, we see from this brief mention, the pattern signals that
discipleship is fundamentally vocational, not casual. It summons individuals to be part of a new
community constituted around the Person of the Lord Jesus - intentionally learning from Him and
following Him to grow spiritually and to become more like Him. This will involve a life-long
commitment to a relationship with the Lord as Lord of one’s life, which would shape one’s
character, beliefs, and actions. Therefore, worldly following is distinctive from Christian
Discipleship.

A Christian Disciple has not only repented of his or her sins and believed the gospel which was
the opening proclamation of the Lord Jesus’ public ministry (Mark 1:15) and has been born again
by the power of the Holy Spirit (John 3:3); but also is one who wilfully accepts the call to identify
with Christ by obedience in life-long service, as we see illustrated by the early Disciples. In this
Talk on Personal Discipleship, we will consider the subject under the following headings:

Firstly - The Call to a Life of Discipleship and its Context.

Secondly - The Course of True Discipleship and its Cost.
And finally - The Conclusion of Faithful Discipleship and its Crown of Life.
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Firstly then - The Context of the Command

From the outset of His earthly ministry and throughout, the Lord Jesus was followed by “great
multitudes" (Matthew 4:25 and 8:1 for example), primarily due to His teaching and miracles.
However, Mark 3:14 tells us, “And he appointed twelve (whom He also named apostles) so that
they might be with him and he might send them out to preach” (ESV).

In John’s Gospel chapter 21, we have “the third time Jesus showed Himself to His disciples after
He was raised from the dead” (John 21:14). The Lord Jesus uses this occasion not only to have

fellowship with the Disciples again in the food He provided for them but also to challenge Peter’s
priorities before commissioning him to take on the all-important mission of building the Church.

Further details relating to this part of this story can be found in the following Talks in this series :
T1470 - Feed My Lambs; T1471 - Tend My Sheep, and T1472 - Feed My Sheep.

In John 21:19, the command “follow me” is addressed to Peter and it was to have a life-long and
life-changing effect on Peter. The Book of the Acts of the Apostles and the Epistles of Peter bear
testimony to this. Peter exemplifies many of the features of discipleship that we will consider in this
Talk. When the Lord Jesus spoke to Peter on the seashore, He not only commissioned Peter to
fulfil the three very important activities in the foundation of His Church: “Feed My lambs ...Tend
My sheep... Feed My sheep...”, but the Lord also assured Peter that he would reach old age and
that he would follow his Master, even in the manner of death.

With regard to this Commission

What we have here is simply the command to “Follow Me”, with no further teaching. During His
earthly ministry, the Lord had taught and trained His disciples. He had sent them out on missions,
and He wanted them to continue His work after His ascension and to take the Gospel into new
territory (Mark 16:15-20). We learn here that Discipleship is also about “making disciples.” The
Divine Commission of furthering the Gospel comes with the promise of Divine Presence. So, we
can summarise this encounter as the occasion when the Lord Jesus called His disciples to Follow
him, Fellowship with him and each other, and lastly to Fish for others.

When the call comes, it is more often than not, when we are not expecting it. Nor is it under
“normal circumstances.” The Call is to a Walk.

A hymn writer summed it up like this:

“Jesus calls us; o’er the tumult
Of our life’s wild, restless sea,
Day by day His sweet voice soundeth,
Saying, “Christian, follow Me.”

As of old apostles heard it

By the Galilean lake,

Turned from home and toil and kindred,
Leaving all for His dear sake.

Jesus calls us from the worship
Of the vain world’s golden store:
From each idol that would keep us,
Saying, "Christian, love Me more.”
Mrs. C F Alexander (1823 - 95)
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Secondly The Course of Discipleship and Its Cost

A story is told about an advertisement that appeared in a London newspaper which read as
follows:“Men wanted for hazardous journey, small wages, bitter cold, long months of complete
darkness, constant danger, safe return, doubtful. Honour and recognition in case of success.”
Thousands of men responded! It was signed by the noted Arctic explorer, Sir Ernest Shackleton,
and that was what made the difference. If the Lord Jesus had advertised for workers, the
announcement might have read something like this: “Men and women wanted for the difficult task
of helping build My Church. You will often be misunderstood, even by those working with you. You
will face constant attack from an invisible enemy. You may not see the results of your labour, and
your full reward will not come till after all your work is completed. It may cost you your home, your
ambitions, even your life.” In spite of the demands that He makes, the Lord Jesus receives what
we might call “applications” of many who gladly give their all for Him. He is certainly the greatest
Master for whom anyone could work, and the task of building His Church is certainly the greatest
challenge to which any believer could give his life.” (WIERSBE, W. W., page 210, The Bible
Expository Commentary Volume 2 Victor Books 1989, SP Publications Inc., lllinois.)

The same hymn writer quoted earlier also added the following words:

Jesus calls us - by Thy mercies,
Saviour, may we hear Thy call;
Give our hearts to Thy obedience,
Serve and love Thee best of all.
Mrs. C F Alexander (1823 — 95).

The response in obedience to the Call is the beginning of what is known as the Christian walk, a
life-long journey. It is the calling of every believer. Scripture reminds us that this walk is not always
easy, yet it is deeply purposeful. Paul, who became a disciple upon conversion and later an
Apostle, using an athletic metaphor, concluded his walk with:

| have fought the good fight, | have finished the race, | have kept the faith.
Finally, there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord,
the righteous Judge, will give to me on that Day, and not to me only but
also to all who have loved His appearing (2 Timothy 4:7-8).

These words capture both the struggle and the victory that constitutes the Christian journey. It is
not a journey without purpose and an imperative to pursue that purpose.

The Purpose
Paul, in his Epistle to the Ephesians stated:

For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works,
which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them (2:10).

And in Romans 8:29 tells us that we are “predestined to be conformed to the image of His Son.”
The purpose of Christian discipleship is to become like Christ. In Acts 4:13 we read:

Now when they saw the boldness of Peter and John, and perceived that
they were uneducated and untrained men, they marvelled. And they
realised that they had been with Jesus.

The purpose is also to obey Him (Luke 9:23):

If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up
his cross daily, and follow Me.
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The purpose is also to walk in fellowship with Him, abide in Him for fruitfulness (John 15:5); and to
serve in His mission. A true disciple becomes a disciple-maker. The command is: “Go therefore
and make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19-20) this has been the hallmark of all who have
obeyed the Call, and it is still the imperative for you and me today.

The Pursuit

In his athletic metaphor (mentioned earlier) Paul had stated elsewhere : you are to “run that you
may obtain” the prize (1 Corinthians 9:24). This implies you must compete like a fully committed
athlete in your Christian life. There must be a disciplined approach which includes - training in
godliness (1 Timothy 4:7); toiling (1 Timothy 4:10); pressing on (Philippians 3:12) - meaning “to
move rapidly and decisively after an object.” A long race is agonising. Scripture tells us to, “run
with endurance the race that is set before us” (Hebrews 12:1). The same exhortation continues
with: "looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith” (Hebrews 12:2, margin). Our
singular focus ought to be on Christ, who generates, as it were, the strength we need to run with
necessary endurance. As he ran his race in life, Paul wrote that he was "forgetting [what] lies
behind” (Philippians 3:13). It will be worth it all to receive the imperishable crown from the Lord
Jesus Himself!

The Provision for the Challenge of Discipleship

“I have fought the good fight”, said Paul. Life presents many obstacles in our Christian walk. There
are: trials and suffering (James 1:2 - 4); discouragement and weariness (Galatians 6:9);
distractions and worldly pressures (1 John 2:15-17). These can slow us down or even cause us to
stumble. The journey of faith can be marked by growth, failure, restoration, and perseverance.
Few lives illustrate this better than the Apostle Peter - a man who walked closely with the Lord
Jesus, yet stumbled, learned, and was transformed.

Our modern experiences often mirror Peter’s journey more closely than we think. Take distraction
as an example. It is one of the greatest modern challenges to spiritual growth. In Matthew 14:28 -
31 - Peter walking on water begins in faith but falters when he is distracted by the storm. This is
not unlike someone who begins their Christian journey with passion: consistent in prayer,
committed to church, eager to grow. But over time, life becomes busy, career pressures, social
media distractions, financial concerns. Slowly, that person’s focus shifts from Christ to
circumstances. And like Peter, he/she does not fall instantly - he/she drifts when his/her attention
moves away from Jesus.

We learn from this that “Walking by the Spirit” in a distracting world requires intentional focus in a
noisy world. “Walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh* (Galatians 5:16,
ESV).

The challenge of discipleship sometimes shows up in subtle compromises.

The weight of Fear and Pressure is very real in our walk. In Luke 22:54-62, Peter denies the Lord
out of fear, despite earlier bold claims. In a workplace, a Christian who values integrity but feels
pressured to compromise - perhaps to lie on a report, to stay silent about wrongdoing, or to hide
his/her faith to fit in. Like Peter, fear of people can overpower conviction. Many believers today do
not deny Christ with words, but with silence. The Walk does present challenges because it is not
lived in theory but in real life - amid pressures, uncertainties, and daily choices. Yet, it is not
without help, as someone observed:

For every sin, God gave the Lamb.

For every sigh, God gave a Psalm.

For every sore, God brings Balm.

For every storm, God sends Calm.

(R.L. Laurin, page 175, Romans, 1988, Kregel Publications, Grand Rapids.)
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There is restoration after failure - In John 21:15-19 where we began our consideration of the Call,
the Lord Jesus restores Peter after his denial, and He recommissions him. Think of a believer
who has fallen - into sin, doubt, or spiritual apathy. Perhaps he/she walked away from active faith
for a season, feeling disqualified or ashamed. Yet over time, through God’s grace, he/she returns.
He/she rediscovers prayer, reconnects with the church, and begins serving again - not as the
same person, but as someone humbled and renewed. Failure is not the end of the Christian walk.
In fact, many of the strongest disciples are those who have been restored. The lives of Peter and
Paul in the Book of the Acts and in their Epistles bear testimony to this. Christian walk is not about
never stumbling - it is about continuing to follow Jesus: “Fixing our eyes on Jesus” (Hebrews 12:2,
NIV), as stated earlier. “The Lord makes firm the steps of the one who delights in Him, though he
may stumble, he will not fall, for the Lord upholds him with His hand” (Psalm 37:23-24, NIV).

There is much to be discouraged from Peter’s journey - when we face distraction, we are called to
focus. We feel fear, but we are called to faithfulness. We experience failure, but we are offered
restoration. We grow slowly, but we are being transformed. “Fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer
and perfecter of faith” (Hebrews 12:2, NIV) teaches us that the secret to endurance is focus. When
we look : at our circumstances - we become overwhelmed; at ourselves - we become
discouraged; at other people - we become distracted. But when we look to Christ, we find strength,
hope, and perspective. The Lord Himself walked the path of suffering and obedience, and He now
walks with us (Matthew 28:20).

We should be encouraged that this walk is not about perfection but direction. Each step in
obedience matters. Not every weight is sin, but every weight can hinder. We must discern what to
lay aside in order to move forward.

Lastly, The Conclusion of Faithful Discipleship and its Crown of Life

In Mark’s Gospel, chapter 10 we read this: “Then Peter began to say to Him, “See, we have left
all and followed You.” So Jesus answered and said, “Assuredly, | say to you, there is no one who
has left house or brothers or sisters or father or mother or wife or children or lands, for My sake
and the gospel’s, who shall not receive a hundredfold now in this time—houses and brothers and
sisters and mothers and children and lands, with persecutions—and in the age to come, eternal
life” (10:28-30). To the Persecuted Church, He says: “Be faithful until death and | will give you the
crown of life” (Revelation 2:10). In Revelation 22:12 we read this: “And behold, | am coming
quickly, and My reward is with Me, to give to every one according to his work.” There are other
Scriptures which assure us of an end-time review and reward. Paul said: “Your labour is not in
vain” (1 Corinthians 15:58). It's worth noting here that Discipleship is not measured by how loudly
we go about our business, but how faithfully we continue in His ways. In a world that celebrates
quick success, Scripture honours steady faithfulness. Moreover, God does not overlook quiet
obedience. He sees, He remembers, and He rewards.

In three Gospels (Matthew 26:6-13; Mark 14:3-9; John 12:1-8) we read about the costly ointment
that was poured ... and the lasting testimony to this seemingly small and unobtrusive act of love
for the Lord.

In the Parable of the Talents (Matthew 25:14 - 30), the Master replied, “Well done, good and
faithful servant....Enter into the joy of your lord (Matthew 25:21). The servants were not judged by
comparison but by faithfulness to what they had been given. Faithful discipleship can be in unseen
places - private prayer, daily obedience, small acts of love as we’ve just mentioned, and
faithfulness through trials of life. Every disciple will face trials. James 1:12 - “Blessed is the one
who perseveres under trial’(NIV). Hearing all this is well and good but there is a personal reflection
needed here. In what is God calling you to be faithful today? What small obedience have you been
neglecting? Will you remain faithful - even when no one sees? In Galatians 6:9 we read “Let us not
become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up”
(NIV).
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Discipleship has a view to the Coming Day - when the Lord Jesus will be Supreme and His Truth
will be universally loved and practised, that is to say, the One we love and the Word whom we love
will be loved by all. We are living between two bookends, as it were with reference to the word
“follow.” The first use of the word was in Matthew 4:20, where we read that “they left their nets
and followed Him.” And in the last use of the word, the Apostle John’s description in Revelation
19:14 reads: “And the armies in heaven, clothed in fine linen, white and clean, followed Him on
white horses.” We follow Him now - in the Day of His rejection; in a world which hated Him “without
a cause” (Psalm 69:4 / John 15:25) and have no time for Him. The crowning day is coming. We
follow Him in the light of the truth that one Day when we will “follow Him” back to this world. And
we will see Him coronated and crowned! So, the Day is coming when those who have followed
Him here, will follow Him into His kingdom, not only to see but to add to His eternal glory. Are you
ready for the review?

O the crowning day is coming,

Is coming by and by,

When our Lord shall come in power
And glory from on high!

O the glorious sight will gladden
Each waiting, watchful eye,

In the crowning day that's coming
By and by.

Let all that look for hasten
The joyful coming day
By earnest consecration,
To walk the narrow way;
By gath'ring in the lost ones
For whom our whom our Lord did die,
For the crowning day that's coming
By and by.
(El Nathan/Daniel W. Whittle, 1840-1901).

Thank you for listening to the Truth for Today talk entitled "Follow Me - Personal Discipleship” in
the series “Key Themes in John 21”7, Talk number T1473.

Please Note:

We encourage you to use this transcript for your personal or group Bible studies. This material
should not, however, be used in any publications without the express permission from Truth for
Today, whose contact details can be found on page 1.
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