
Follower  
Responding to the call to follow Jesus  

INTRODUCTION TO THE WEEK 
This week’s study focuses on what it means to be a follower of Jesus. To be a follower 
means entering a lifelong process of learning a way of life from Jesus that embodies 
particular dispositions, attitudes, and practices that place the disciple in relationship to, 
and as a participant in, God’s mission to serve and transform the world. It also means 
embracing Christ as teacher, seeking wisdom and understanding for what the path and 
cost of discipleship entails, and learning the mystery of death and new life.

Monday: Followers turn toward Jesus  

Who is Jesus and why do we follow him? This is our first consideration, as we look 
at a passage early in the Gospel of Matthew. 

Now when Jesus heard that John had been arrested, he withdrew to Galilee. He left 
Nazareth and made his home in Capernaum by the sea, in the territory of Zebulun and 
Naphtali, so that what had been spoken through the prophet Isaiah might be fulfilled: 
“Land of Zebulun, land of Naphtali, on the road by the sea, across the Jordan, Galilee of 
the Gentiles—the people who sat in darkness have seen a great light, and for those who 
sat in the region and shadow of death a light has risen up.” From that time Jesus began to 
proclaim and to say, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near” (Matthew 
4:12-17). 

Following his baptism and encounter with the tempter in the wilderness, Jesus 
withdraws to Galilee after the arrest of John the Baptist. 
• The scripture quotation from Isaiah 9:1-2 (verses 15-16 above) highlights 

concretely where Jesus will carry out most of his ministry. 
• Originally, Zebulun (where Nazareth is located) and Naphtali (where 

Capernaum is situated) were two of the ten northern tribes of Israel whose share 
in the “promised land” included these parts of the region of Galilee. 

• They were also two of the ten tribes conquered and occupied by the invading 
Assyrians in 722 BCE (see 2 Kings 15:29), with their leaders being deported to 
Assyria. 

• According to Matthew, Jesus leaves one home for another, with both homes 
being situated in the land where Isaiah expected God’s new light to appear. 



Matthew compares Rome’s rule over first century Galilee with the Assyrians’ 
domination of the region seven centuries earlier. 
• In both cases foreign domination means the people of Galilee reside in darkness, 

with the pall of the shadow of death always hanging over them. 
• Into that darkness God has now sent Jesus to be the source of new light and life. 

But the people must respond. 

A disciple is a person who does respond, who turns toward Jesus, the one who 
sheds light on our darkness and illuminates the path of faithfulness that lies ahead.  
• The word “repent” (Greek: metanoia) in v. 17 means a “change of mind” or a 

“change of direction.” 
• The people must turn their minds in a new direction, away from their old ways 

and habits, and toward this new light - toward Jesus - in order to escape the 
darkness and danger that surround them. 

• This is a turn in the direction of God’s kingdom, which the Gospel of Matthew 
regularly refers to as the “kingdom of heaven.”

• In other words, we must turn to Jesus to follow him and learn his life-giving 
ways that lead us to light and new life. 

Questions for Reflection 
• What are the places of darkness or oppression in your life? Share these with Jesus 

in a prayerful conversation. Ask for his guidance. 
• Turning toward Jesus and his life-giving ways requires commitment and 

discipline. What disciplines sustain you in your commitment to be a follower of 
Jesus? 

Prayer 
O gracious God who first said “Let there be light:” send the light of Jesus into my 
heart to inspire me to turn in his direction and send the light of Christ to illuminate 
my pathway so that I might encounter the kingdom of heaven. Amen.

Tuesday: In what ways does Jesus call you? 

Today, we consider several ways that people respond to the call to follow Jesus.  

As he walked by the Sea of Galilee, he saw two brothers, Simon, who is called Peter, and 
Andrew his brother, casting a net into the sea—for they were fishermen. And he said to 
them, “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people.” Immediately they left their nets 
and followed him. As he went from there, he saw two other brothers, James son of Zebedee 
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and his brother John, in the boat with their father Zebedee, mending their nets, and he 
called them. Immediately they left the boat and their father, and followed him (Matthew 
4:18-22). 

God’s mission of transforming the world through Jesus Christ first requires a 
transformation of the world of his disciples. Becoming a faithful follower of Jesus 
requires us to re-order our priorities and relationships. 
• In the Gospel of Matthew (as in Mark also) these first disciples “immediately” 

drop their nets and walk away from their jobs in response to the call to follow 
Jesus. No questions asked! 

• Jesus calls them to leave behind their families and job security to become his 
disciples. This call is dramatic, challenging, and risky!

Ched Myers, a Christian theologian who has chosen to bring his skills in biblical 
interpretation to bear on concrete issues of social justice and social change 
characterizes Christian discipleship this way: 

The call of Jesus...is absolute, disrupting the lives of potential recruits, promising 
them only a ‘school’ from which there is no graduation. The...call to discipleship 
in Mark is an urgent, uncompromising invitation to ‘break with business as 
usual.’ The world is coming to an end, for those who chose to follow. The 
kingdom has dawned, and it is identified with the discipleship adventure.”1 

Questions for reflection 
• Has Jesus ever called you to do something specific, such that you dropped 

everything you were doing to follow him “immediately”? What was the result? 
• Were there things you did earlier (like prayer) that prepared you to respond 

immediately? 
• In what ways might you need to “break with business as usual” (Ched Myers) in 

order to enter and persevere in this lifelong process of learning a way of life from 
Jesus as a participant in God’s mission?

Sometimes, though, we are not prepared to respond so quickly to the call of Jesus. 
The author of the Gospel of Luke presents the call to the first disciples differently. 
This kind of call requires a little less risk, if we have eyes to see and ears to hear...

Once while Jesus was standing beside the lake of Gennesaret...he saw two boats there at 
the shore of the lake; the fishermen had gone out of them and were washing their nets. He 
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got into one of the boats, the one belonging to Simon, and asked him to put out a little 
way from the shore. Then he sat down and taught the crowds from the boat. When he had 
finished speaking, he said to Simon, “Put out into the deep water and let down your nets 
for a catch.” Simon answered, “Master, we have worked all night long but have caught 
nothing. Yet if you say so, I will let down the nets.” When they had done this, they 
caught so many fish that their nets were beginning to break....But when Simon Peter saw 
it, he fell down at Jesus’ knees, saying, “Go away from me, Lord, for I am a sinful man!” 
For he and all who were with him were amazed at the catch of fish that they had taken; 
and so also were James and John, sons of Zebedee, who were partners with Simon. Then 
Jesus said to Simon, “Do not be afraid; from now on you will be catching people.” When 
they had brought their boats to shore, they left everything and followed him (Luke 
5:1-11). 

Luke establishes a basis and motivation for the disciples to follow Jesus. 
• Simon follows the instructions given by Jesus (to go out into deep water and let 

down the nets again) only after hearing Jesus teach the people from Simon’s boat. 
• Apparently, the power and authority of Jesus’ teaching to the people encouraged 

Simon to forget his failure from the night before and to trust Jesus’ instructions. 
• Jesus then provides further evidence of the effectiveness and fruitfulness of his 

teaching and instructions: the haul of fish is almost more than they can contain! 

These two passages from Matthew and Luke depict different ways we respond to 
the call of Jesus at different times in our own lives. 
• There are times when, like the story of the disciples in the Gospel of Matthew, we 

are prepared to hear the call of Jesus and respond immediately. 
• At other times we are more like the disciples characterized in the Gospel of Luke: 

we need first to hear the power and authority of Jesus’ teaching, and see its 
fruitfulness borne out in the world, before we say “yes” to the call to follow Jesus 
in particular ways.    

Questions for reflection 
• Has the teaching of someone ever resonated with you to such an extent that you 

were willing to follow that teacher’s instructions, no matter what? 
• What evidence have you seen in your life that following the direction of Jesus 

does bear fruit? Does this give you courage and confidence to follow the next call 
you receive from Jesus? 

Prayer 
Lord Christ, you call your followers to break with business as usual in order to 
follow you: strengthen and encourage us to respond to your call wholeheartedly by 
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turning away from the things that distract us and toward those things that will bring 
us new life; grant us eyes to see and ears to hear your power at work, that we may 
have the courage to follow Christ faithfully in every way. Amen. 

Wednesday: Disciples are to be like Jesus  

Being followers of Jesus means walking in his footsteps, living life in our time and 
context as Jesus lived his life in his. 

A disciple is not above the teacher, nor a slave above the master; it is enough for the 
disciple to be like the teacher, and the slave like the master (Matthew 10:24-25). 

A disciple is not above the teacher, but everyone who is fully trained will be like the 
teacher (Luke 6:40). 

As we see in these verses from scripture, the authors of the New Testament 
encourage us to embody Christ in our own lives and contexts. 
• To become “fully trained” to be like Jesus (Luke 6:40) requires us to enter a 

lifelong process of Christian formation where this training takes place.  
• The goal for each disciple is transformation over time into the image of Christ, so 

that we reflect Christ to the world.

Biblical scholar N. T. Wright describes an imaginative discipline and practice for 
disciples who are trying to be “like Jesus.” Wright calls it “improvisation,” and 
explains2: 
• Imagine a new Shakespeare play has been discovered, but its fifth and final act 

has been lost. 
• A group of sensitive and experienced Shakespearean actors immerse themselves 

in the first four acts and then have to work out the fifth act based on what they 
know about the play and Shakespeare’s work in general. 

• The first four acts have authority for the task at hand, but it is an “authority” that  
requires consistency and innovation rather than unthinking repetition of the four 
earlier acts. 

• For the drama to work, there must be development and something new 
emerging in the fifth and final, climactic act.
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By analogy, says Wright, the Church lives under the authority of the existing story in  
scripture, but we must also offer our own “improvisation” of that existing story in 
our own time as we embody the story in our own lives (“the fifth act” of the drama).
• Working out Act Five in our own lives is our ongoing responsibility as baptized 

Christians and members of particular Christian communities.
• The first four acts of our drama are set out in the scriptures; so we continue to 

read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest them together in our faith community, in 
preparation for, and in reflective interpretation of, our ongoing performance of 
Act Five. 

• As people of faith - as disciples of Jesus - we create a way forward using our 
knowledge of, and respect for the past, together with our collective experience, 
but without assuming that all the answers appropriate to the past are going to be 
those of the present.

• We read, study, act and reflect together, collaboratively and often, what Act Five 
looks like in our own daily lives.  

• This process of discernment requires a regular discipline for reading scripture 
and reflecting together on our lives in a community of faith. 

Questions for reflection 
• What beliefs or attitudes of yours must change if you are going to become a 

follower of Jesus who “improvises” to embody Christ in your daily life? 
• What kind of a community do you need to assist you in carrying out your 

practice of “improvisation”? What role(s) would the community play? 
• What concrete steps are you willing to take to get “fully trained” to be “like” 

Jesus, your teacher? How do you feel about becoming “like” Jesus? 

Prayer 
Gracious Lord Christ, you came into this world as our living example: so draw our 
hearts to you, so guide our minds, so fill our imaginations, so control our wills, that 
we may be wholly yours, utterly dedicated unto you; and then use us, we pray, as 
you will, that we may reflect you in all that we say and do, always to your glory and 
the welfare of your people; through our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Amen. 
(adapted from the Book of Common Prayer, pp. 832-33).

Thursday: Followers learn from Jesus 

Though it requires dedication, intentionality and discipline, to be like Jesus is not 
hard work. In fact, says Jesus, it is a place of rest!
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Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you 
rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and 
you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light (Matthew 
11:28-30).

A yoke is a wooden beam or a leather harness normally connecting a pair of animals 
to enable them to pull together on a load when working in pairs, although some 
yokes are fitted to individual animals. The term is sometimes used metaphorically in 
biblical texts.
• In ancient Judaism taking on the “yoke” of the Torah (the Jewish Law) denotes 

submission to the authority of Torah and observance of its commands; thus, 
people taking on the “yoke” of Torah pull together to study Torah and carry out 
its instructions. 

• In the passage from Matthew, taking on the “yoke” of Jesus means submitting to 
his authority and learning to follow his way of life; in his yoke people pull 
together with the risen Christ and one another in order to move easily in the 
same direction - down the pathway of Christ. 

• According to Jesus, learning this way of life from him is not burdensome 
because, as our teacher, he is gentle and humble, not a strict taskmaster. 

Jesus promises that by turning to him and learning his way of life, we will find rest 
and relief from the heavy burdens of the world. He picks up some of our load, 
sharing in our discernment, so that we don’t have to figure out everything for 
ourselves. By following his teachings, we are able to make sense out of a complex 
world and act in ways that lead to fullness of life. 

Questions for reflection 
• What were some of the characteristics or qualities of some of your best teachers 

over the course of your life? Were any of them gentle and humble? If so, what 
impact did they have on your education? 

• In what ways does Jesus offer you rest and relief in your life from the weariness 
and burdens of the world?  

• In what ways do you experience Jesus as a gentle and humble teacher? 

Prayer
Gracious Lord, you give rest to those who turn to you for relief: enlighten us to 
recognize and acknowledge our heavy burdens and the courage to yoke ourselves 
with you, so that we might learn from your teaching and find rest in your way of 
life. Amen. 
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Friday: Followers turn to Jesus, hear his words and act on them

Today we consider in more detail what it means to be a follower of Jesus who takes 
on his yoke and learns from him about his particular way of life. 

“Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only 
the one who does the will of my Father in heaven....Everyone then who hears these words 
of mine and acts on them will be like a wise man who built his house on rock. The rain 
fell, the floods came, and the winds blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, 
because it had been founded on rock. And everyone who hears these words of mine and 
does not act on them will be like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain fell, 
and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell—and 
great was its fall!” (Matthew 7:21, 24-27).
!

Sometimes, Christians overemphasize Christian “belief” as more important than 
Christian “practice.” Here, Jesus addresses that mistaken understanding. 
• This passage from Matthew, along with a similar passage at Luke 6:46-49, states 

clearly that both hearing and acting on the words of Jesus are essential for 
anyone who seeks to be like Jesus and enter the kingdom of heaven.  

• In the ancient world, calling someone “Lord” reflected one’s commitment to 
carry out that person’s will. 

• Calling Jesus “Lord” without acting on his specific instructions for doing the will 
of God does not provide one with access to God’s kingdom.

 
A person’s Christian character (being like Jesus) is formed over time in those who 
read scripture with others, hear the teachings of Jesus in scripture, prayer and 
worship, and act on his words. 
• In times of conflict or trial in their lives (metaphorically, the “floods” and 

“winds” in the passage), those with a well-formed Christian character are able to 
endure these challenges faithfully. 

• For those whose characters are not well formed in the image of Christ, times of 
testing may leave them feeling unmoored, and this lack of stability may lead to 
the destruction of relationships and families.

Questions for reflection 
• What steps might you be willing to take in your life to “hear” better the words of 

Jesus and to act on them? 
• Why do you think Jesus puts so much emphasis on a person’s actions? 

8



• Can you tell about an experience where someone encountered some kind of crisis, 
loss or pain (metaphorically characterized as a “flood” in the passage) because they 
did not hear and act on the words of Jesus?  

Prayer
Lord of my life, strengthen my commitment to follow you; give me a more sensitive  
ear to hear you; and fill me with the courage to act on your words. Amen. 

Saturday: Following Jesus requires patience and discipline 

The disciple’s lifelong process of learning a new way of life from Jesus can 
sometimes seem like the experience of taking two steps forward and one step 
backwards. The life of discipleship requires patience and discipline - from God, 
Christ, and within ourselves. 

And Jesus said to them, “Do you not understand this parable? Then how will you 
understand all the parables? The sower sows the word. These are the ones beside the path 
where the word is sown: when they hear, Satan immediately comes and takes away the 
word that is sown in them. And these are the ones sown on rocky ground: when they hear 
the word, they immediately receive it with joy. But they have no root, and endure only for 
a while; then, when trouble or persecution arises on account of the word, immediately 
they fall away. And others are those sown among the thorns: these are the ones who hear 
the word, but the cares of the world, and the lure of wealth, and the desire for other things 
come in and choke the word, and it yields nothing. And these are the ones sown on the 
good soil: they hear the word and accept it and bear fruit, thirty and sixty and a 
hundredfold” (Mark 4:13-19). 

No doubt, most, if not all of us have been, metaphorically speaking, every type of 
“soil” mentioned in this parable at one time or another. Fortunately, God and Christ 
are patient with us when our growth into the image of Christ stalls or even when we 
backslide. Just as we can be alternately good soil, then bad, then good again - taking 
two steps forward and one step back - God and Christ continue to endure patiently, 
as the following parable suggests. 

Then Jesus told this parable: “A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard; and he came 
looking for fruit on it and found none. So he said to the gardener, ‘See here! For three 
years I have come looking for fruit on this fig tree, and still I find none. Cut it down! 
Why should it be wasting the soil?’ He replied, ‘Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I 
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dig around it and put manure on it. If it bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, 
you can cut it down’” (Luke 13:6-9). 

At one time or another, each of us goes through periods in our lives when we bear 
little or no fruit. 
• The parable reminds us that God (the owner of the fig tree) is looking for us to 

bear fruit for the good of the world. 
• Nevertheless, with the intervention of Christ (the gardener), God will abide our 

times of unfruitfulness, remaining patient during such fallow times.
• Similarly, Christ, our gardener, is also patient with us. He is there all along, 

actively seeking to work our “soil” as a gardener, nurturing us over time until we 
are able once again to hear his words and act on them so we bear more fruit for 
God. 

• The parable highlights our need to partner with Christ, the gardener, as we seek 
to be prepared and properly nourished, both physically and spiritually, in 
anticipation of bearing more fruit for God.  

Questions for reflection
• What kind of fruit does God look to you to bear? What are some of the times that 

the word of God has fallen in “good soil” in you and borne fruit for God? 
• What actions/commitments might you make to ensure that your “soil” stays 

“good”? 
• In what ways do you partner with Christ to nourish yourself, both physically 

and spiritually, in order to bear fruit for God? 

Prayer 
God of patience and endurance, who never forsakes the covenant with your people: 
strengthen me to partner always with Christ, my patient and faithful gardener, that I 
may be nourished by your word and sacraments to bear fruit for the welfare of your 
people and the world. Amen.
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