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Learning outcomes:
Students should be able to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of, and critically evaluate:
• The nature and role of discipleship as presented in Mark’s Gospel.
• The relevance of Jesus’ teaching on discipleship in relation to modern society.

The role and nature of discipleship
The word disciple refers to someone who is a follower or learner. Jesus’ disciples followed him from Galilee 
to Judea and learnt about the Kingdom of God from listening to his teaching. Other teachers at the time of 
Jesus had disciples e.g. John the Baptist.

A group of twelve of Jesus’ disciples were given a special mission or task by Jesus. The twelve can also be 
referred to as apostles because they were sent out by Jesus to preach and to heal the sick.
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JESUS CALLS HIS DISCIPLES 
(MARK 1:16-20 AND 2: 13:17)

As Jesus walked along the shore of Lake Galilee, he 
saw two brothers named Simon (Peter) and Andrew 
who were fishermen. Jesus asked them to follow him 
and told them that he would send them out “to fish for 
people.” (Mark 1:17) This idea of Simon and Andrew 
being ‘fishers of men’ may be taken from the prophet 
Jeremiah and means to bring people back to God. Mark 
informs his readers that the two brothers immediately 
left everything to follow Jesus without hesitation. 

Further up the shore, Jesus encountered another set of brothers James and John who were also fishermen. 
They too immediately responded to Jesus’ call, leaving their nets and their father Zebedee behind with the 
hired men to follow Jesus.

A short time later, Jesus then called Levi to be a disciple. Levi was a tax collector, but he left everything when 
he responded to Jesus’ call to follow him. Jesus went to have dinner at Levi’s house and the Pharisees weren’t 
happy with Jesus associating with tax collectors and sinners. Tax collectors worked for the Romans, so they 
were seen as traitors. They were also considered to be dishonest as they overcharged people to make profit 
for themselves.

However, Jesus isn’t concerned about associating or eating with such people. He told the Pharisees “It is not 
the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.” (Mark 2:17) 
In other words, Jesus has come to help the outcasts in society.

The accounts of the call of the first disciples make several important points about the nature of discipleship:
• True disciples must trust Jesus in the same way that the first four disciples did. They sacrificed 

everything to follow him.
• The universal nature of discipleship is evident from the accounts. Anyone can be a disciple as long as 

they are willing to follow Jesus. 

JESUS CHOOSES THE TWELVE (MARK 3:13-19)

Jesus appointed twelve men to be his closest followers. Mark writes that 
there were three reasons why Jesus wanted this group of followers:
1. That they might be with him as his companions;
2. He would send them out to preach and
3. They would have authority to drive out demons.

The fact that there were twelve was significant because in the Old 
Testament there were twelve tribes of ancient Israel which were derived 
from the twelve sons of Jacob. (The Gospels written by Matthew and Luke 
write that the 12 apostles will judge the 12 tribes of Israel Matthew 19:28 
/ Luke 22:30)

The names of the twelve are listed by Mark as follows:
‘Simon (to whom he gave the name Peter), James son of Zebedee and his brother John (to them he gave the 
name Boanerges, which means “sons of thunder”), Andrew, Philip, Bartholomew, Matthew, Thomas, James 
son of Alphaeus, Thaddaeus, Simon the Zealot and Judas Iscariot, who betrayed him.’ (Mark 3:16-19)

Jesus called Simon by the name ‘Peter’. In Greek, ‘Petros’ means rock and Jesus is indicating that Peter will 
be the rock or the strong foundation on which the Christian Church will be built. 
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THE CHALLENGE OF WITNESSING (MARK 6:1-6)

Mark’s account of Jesus’ rejection at Nazareth stresses the connection between faith and miracles. Jesus 
returns to his hometown with his disciples. People were amazed by Jesus’ teaching on the Sabbath but 
began to wonder where Jesus got his wisdom and power to perform miracles from. They said “Isn’t this the 
carpenter? Isn’t this Mary’s son and the brother of James, Joseph, Judas and Simon? Aren’t his sisters here 
with us?” And they took offence at him. (Mark 6:3)

The people of Nazareth fail to recognise Jesus’ importance and Jesus explains that the same thing has 
happened to other important prophets. “A prophet is respected everywhere except in his own town, among 
his relatives and in his own home.” (Mark 6:4) Mark records that with the exception of healing a few sick 
people, Jesus couldn’t perform miracles because of the lack of faith.

THE MISSION OF THE TWELVE (MARK 6:7-13)

The twelve were sent out in pairs to preach a message of repentance. 
They were given authority over evil spirits. 

Jesus’ instructions to them about taking nothing except a staff indicates 
that they must trust God to provide for them. They are also instructed 
not to allow anything to hold them back from their mission and they 
are to rely on the kindness of people who welcome them into their 
homes. They are to travel light and move on from places where they face 
rejection. If they are rejected, they are to shake the dust from their feet 
as a sign that by rejecting them, the people have rejected God.

Their mission was a success. Mark informs his readers that the twelve 
drove out many demons and healed many people after anointing them 
with oil.

THE COST OF BEING A DISCIPLE (MARK 8:34-38)

Jesus’ teaching in this section of the Gospel makes it clear that disciples must be willing to sacrifice 
everything to follow Jesus. In the previous section of the Gospel, Jesus discusses his own suffering and 
death. He then says that those people who are fully dedicated to their faith must also be willing to give their 
lives or ‘carry their cross’ for the sake of Jesus and the Gospel message. Jesus said:

“Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. For whoever 
wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for me and for the gospel will save it.” (Mark 
8:34-35)

What follows is a warning to people who aren’t prepared to be a true disciple: “If anyone is ashamed of me 
and my words in this adulterous and sinful generation, the Son of Man will be ashamed of them when he 
comes in his Father’s glory with the holy angels.” (Mark 8:38)
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COPING WITH TEMPTATION (MARK 9:42-50)

Jesus gives a series of warnings about how important faith in Jesus is for entering the Kingdom of God.
• If someone causes a believer in Jesus to ‘stumble’ or to doubt their faith, “it would be better for that person 

to have a large millstone tied round their neck and be thrown into the sea.” (Mark 9:42)
• If a believer’s hand or foot causes them to ‘stumble’ or to lose faith, they would be better to cut them off 

than to go to hell. Jesus said, “It is better for you to enter life maimed than with two hands to go into hell, 
where the fire never goes out.” (Mark 9:43)

 
THE QUESTION ABOUT PAYING TAXES (MARK 12:13-17)

The Jewish authorities were trying to trick Jesus during his final week 
in Jerusalem. On this occasion they ask him whether Jews should pay 
taxes to the Romans. This was a difficult question because if he said 
‘yes’ then he may have lost the support of the Jewish people who hated 
having to pay tax to Rome. However, if Jesus said ‘no’ then he could 
immediately be reported to the Romans and charged with treason.

Jesus’ answer avoided the trap they had set, and his response amazed them: “Why are you trying to trap 
me?” he asked. “Bring me a denarius and let me look at it.” They brought the coin, and he asked them, 
“Whose image is this? And whose inscription?” “Caesar’s,” they replied. Then Jesus said to them, “Give back to 
Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s.” (Mark 12:15-17) Jesus’ teaching encourages his followers 
to focus on being loyal to God.

THE WIDOW’S OFFERING (MARK 12:41-44)

In verses 38-40, Jesus is critical of the teachers of the law and their attitude towards money and wealth. 
Jesus uses the example of a poor widow to highlight the qualities a true disciple should have. She only put 
two small copper coins into the Temple treasury which were worth very little compared to the large amounts 
thrown in by rich people. 

But Jesus praised the widow: “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the 
others. They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything—all she had to live 
on.” (Mark 12:43-44) The woman has given everything and put her total trust in God. Jesus’ disciples must 
do the same.

THE PRESSURE OF DISCIPLESHIP (MARK 14:66-72)

Immediately after the Last Supper, Jesus predicts that Peter 
will deny him (Mark 14:30). When Jesus is on trial before the 
Jewish Council, Peter is outside. He has risked his life by trying 
to stay close to Jesus. However, several people identify Peter as 
being one of Jesus’ companions from Nazareth.
• One of the High Priests’ servants accused Peter of being a 

companion of Jesus. Peter denied it.
• The servant said again to those standing around, “This fellow 

is one of them.” Again, Peter denied it.
•  Some time later, those standing near said to Peter said 

“Surely you are one of them, for you are a Galilean. Peter 
swore to them, “I don’t know this man you’re talking about.”

The rooster crowed the second time, Peter remembered 
Jesus’ words and he broke down and cried. Later in Mark’s Gospel it appears that Peter has been forgiven by 
Jesus. On Easter Sunday, the young man dressed in white tells the women at the empty tomb to “go tell his 
disciples and Peter, He is going ahead of you to Galilee.” (Mark 16:7)
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The relevance of Jesus’ teaching on discipleship in relation to modern society
The calling of discipleship is still evident today. Some people experience a calling to the priesthood, religious 
orders or ordained ministry. People who have such a vocation choose to turn their back on personal wishes 
and are willing to sacrifice everything to fully commit themselves to God. 

Modern disciples continue to preach and spread the Christian faith by travelling to other countries to engage 
in missionary work including building schools and medical centres. Many modern disciples fight evil and 
injustice to help those suffering throughout the world.

Maximilian Kolbe (1894-1941) was a Polish Franciscan friar who exchanged places with a man condemned 
to death in Auschwitz concentration camp during World War Two.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945) was a German Lutheran pastor who was executed because he resisted the 
Nazi dictatorship and opposed the persecution of the Jews.

Did Jesus choose the right people to be his disciples?

Yes No

Peter, Andrew, James and John responded to 
Jesus’ call and sacrificed everything to follow 
Jesus. Their obedience to Jesus makes them great 
role models for Christians today.

Peter denied Jesus even though he said he 
wouldn’t at the last supper. Judas betrayed Jesus 
and the other apostles deserted Jesus when he 
was arrested. They weren’t always good role 
models.

They were good companions for Jesus. For 
example, Peter, James and John were with Jesus 
at key moments such as the Transfiguration and 
the healing of Jairus’ daughter.

On some occasions they were weak and weren’t 
there for Jesus when he needed them e.g. they fell 
asleep before Jesus was arrested in the Garden of 
Gethsemane.

They appear to understand who Jesus is e.g. 
Peter’s declaration that Jesus is the Messiah.

They didn’t always have faith in Jesus or fully 
understand his true identity e.g. the calming of 
the storm.

They successfully completed their mission by 
healing the sick and casting out evil spirits. 
Christianity is the largest world religion because 
of them.

They couldn’t heal the boy with an evil spirit 
because they didn’t have enough faith.

TASKS
Answer the following questions:

1. Outline what happened when Jesus called his first four disciples.

2. Explain what Jesus meant when he said ‘take up your cross and follow me.’

3. Retell the story of Peter’s denial of Jesus.

4. Explain why Jesus praised the actions of the widow at the Temple treasury.

5. Describe the qualities of a true disciple using examples from Mark’s Gospel.

6. “The disciples are good role models for Christians today.” Do you agree with this statement? Give reasons 
for your answer.
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