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Discussion Guide
Beholding versus Behaving
ConneCting: 
45 minutes 
(the following questions are intended to provide your group with a way 
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work god 
is doing in your lives.)
•  in what ways did god move in your life this week? in what 

ways did you respond to him?
• what was your biggest challenge this week? in what ways, 

if any, did you invite god into this challenge?
• how honest have you been with us? (graciously thank 

group members for their honesty if they state they have 
held back.)

getting started: 
10 minutes

• how were you taught to become like Jesus? would 
you describe what this experience was like and how 
it has shaped your life?  

diving into the text:
60 minutes 
 (the following questions are intended to provide your group with a 
simple road map through the text. feel free to use these questions in ways 
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

• discuss the practice of discipleship in the ancient 
Jewish world.  

• as a group, read matthew 4.19, 19.21; mark 
8.39; luke 5.10-11, 14.27; John 8.12, 21.19-
21. you might do this one at a time, or all together 
as a group as a means of rehearsing god’s story 
together.  

• what common themes, if any, from the ministry of 
Jesus do you hear across these passages?  

• how might you describe Jesus’ understanding 
of what it meant to be his disciple? what might 

this experience have looked like for those who 
responded affirmatively to Jesus?  

• read acts 4.13.  
• what effect, if any, did the experience of following 

Jesus have upon his disciples?  
• Jesus invites people to follow him, to be with him, 

beholding him as he moves about in their lives and 
in the lives of others. somehow, being with and 
seeing Jesus brings about the experience of change, 
a change which makes the one who follows more 
like Jesus. do you think it is possible to experience 
this kind of change-bringing relationship with 
Jesus today? could you elaborate?  

• read 2 corinthians 3.17-18.  
• what does paul say about how we might experience 

and behold Jesus today?  
• what might it look like to behold Jesus by means 

of the holy spirit today? what might this look like 
for your group?  

• consider closing by pausing, and in stillness, sit 
with Jesus, simply beholding his presence among 
you. 

Context, BaCkground, and Commentary

Discipleship in the Jewish worlD 
discipleship is central to the Journey of faith, appearing 
over 200 times in the new testament. however, the 
practice of discipling others was not something Jesus 
invented. Jesus called and taught his disciples within his 
Jewish context which emphasized discipleship.  
to understand the practice of discipleship in Jesus’ day, 
we must start with the rabbi. rabbis were those who 
welcomed people into discipleship. in the first-century, 
there were two kinds of rabbis: torah teachers and 



rabbis with authority, the latter being fewer in number. 
the torah teachers were called masters of tanach (the 
old testament). these men knew the old testament by 
memory, all of it. while these men knew and could teach 
the torah, they could not have disciples. only rabbis with 
authority could have disciples.  
a rabbi with authority was one who had received authority 
from another rabbi who had authority or shemha, the 
direct authority from god to teach the meaning of god’s 
word. this authority was received and then handed down 
from a rabbi’s teacher in a ceremony called samakh or 
leaning. in this ceremony, a rabbi would place both hands 
on his disciple’s head and impart his authority to him. this 
authority, having been conferred, was then to be affirmed 
by at least two others who would publicly acknowledge 
the authority of this new rabbi. after these events had 
occurred, this new rabbi could have disciples. some of 
Jesus’ controversies with the rabbis of his day involved 
this process of samakh, or the absence thereof. we have 
no evidence of Jesus ever being authorized to teach by a 
rabbi with authority (mark 11.28). Jesus would have 
learned scripture as a young man, likely engaging in 
the common practice of gathering with other young men 
(haberim  or friends) to debate and learn the law over 
late-night communal meals, a practice based on a phrase 
from psalm 119 (psalm 119.63). however, Jesus felt 
his authority had been conferred by his heavenly father 
and not another human being (mark 1.9-12; John 8.12-
20, 48-59). further, he likely viewed the proclamations 
of John and his heavenly father concerning his identity 
as more than enough to affirm his right to practice of the 
gathering of disciples (John 1.29-34).  
in order to become a disciple of a rabbi with authority, a 
man (only men could become disciples in the first-century) 
first had to become highly trained in scripture. this could 
be through the practice of gathering with haberim or by 
learning from a torah teacher. serious students likely 
engaged in both practices. the potential disciple then 
had to choose the rabbi whom he desired to follow. he 
did this by sitting with the crowds who gathered to hear 
rabbis teach their disciples. in this setting, the man could 
become known to the rabbi, both through his presence and 
through his interactions with the disciples and the rabbi. 
he was then required to ask the rabbi if he, too, might 
become a disciple. the rabbi would accept the person if 
he felt the potential disciple could become like him. upon 
acceptance, the new disciple would begin to follow his 

teacher everywhere, observing everything he did and said. 
this could include even intimate matters. in order to do 
this, the disciple often lived with the rabbi and his family 
for an extended period of time. in due course, when the 
disciple was in all respects like his teacher, his teacher 
would impart authority upon him (samakh) to go and hand 
off what he had received.  
in many respects, Jesus simply continued the practice of 
discipleship which had been practiced for many years. Jesus 
had men follow him, even living with him for an extended 
time, so they might become like Jesus in all respects. 
however, Jesus departed from the discipling customs of 
his day by seeking out his disciples, and these he drew from 
other professions rather than from the pupils of the scribes 
(mark 1.16-20; acts 4.13). in other words, Jesus 
sought out disciples which were unexceptional, men who 
no other rabbi would expect or accept to follow him. this 
practice of keeping many elements of Jewish custom while 
breaking with others fits the character of Jesus’ ministry 
(matthew 5.17-48).  

the text 
disCipleship involves Change 
in keeping with the common practice of his day, Jesus 
gathered disciples around him in order to hand off his 
teaching and way of life (mark 1.16-20; luke 6.46-49; 
matthew 28.19-20). those men whom Jesus chose as 
his disciples, lived with Jesus, observing, listening, and 
practicing the life of Jesus (luke 9.1-6). this experience 
changed these men, marking them with the life of Jesus 
(acts 4.13).  
while we do not have the benefit these men had of 
physically living with Jesus, experiencing his presence on 
their discipleship Journey as his disciples, the purpose of 
our following Jesus is to change us, marking us with the 
life of Jesus. this idea of change or the transformation of 
disciples into the likeness of christ is a regular drumbeat in 
the epistles of paul (colossians 3; ephesians 4-6; romans 
12). old ways of being were to be put off and new ways 
of being (christ-centered) were to be put on (ephesians 
4.17-24; colossians 3.5-14; romans 12.1-2). clearly, 
the point of discipleship remains becoming like Jesus. but 
how might a present-day disciple become like Jesus apart 
from the central experience of discipleship, following and 
experiencing the ongoing presence of a teacher?  
paul addresses this issue in 2 corinthians 3. put on the 



defense by teachers who challenged the validity of paul’s 
apostleship, paul responded that it was the holy spirit 
who had made him a competent minister of the gospel 
(2 corinthians 3.1-6). further, it was through the 
presence of the holy spirit that the presence of Jesus 
could be experienced (2 corinthians 3.17). therefore, a 
person like paul who did not have access to the physical 
presence of Jesus still had access to Jesus in an ongoing 
manner through the holy spirit. in this manner, paul 
and others could watch and be with Jesus in a way that 
transformed them into his image and way of life (2 
corinthians 3.17).  

isaiah 6.1-8 and luke 5.1-10:
experiencing goD’s presence

discipleship involves a process of change brought about 
through the extended exposure to the presence  and 
influence of a master. therefore, christian discipleship 
involves a process of change brought about through 
extended exposure to the presence and influence of Jesus. 
in one’s experience of god’s presence, this change follows 
a process of awareness of god’s character, an awareness 
of one’s own character, and a change to one’s character 
brought about by god.  
this three-fold pattern occurs in both the old and 
new testament. in isaiah, we find a record of isaiah’s 
experience of the presence of god. isaiah marks the time 
as the year of king uzziah’s death. while this note helps 
the reader date the vision, it also serves as an interpretive 
aid. uzziah was the greatest king of Judah since solomon, 
expanding Judah in every possible manner (2 chronicles 
26.1-5). throughout the reign of uzziah, isaiah had 
been exposed to greatness. with uzziah’s death and 
the encroachment of the assyrians, isaiah might have 
wondered if he would ever again experience anyone as 
great as uzziah. then, he sees god.  
when isaiah sees god, he sees him as a king, high and 
exalted on a throne, so great that the bottom of god’s 
robe fills the temple to capacity. it is clear the greatness 
of god far exceeds that of uzziah. additionally, the 
greatness of god exceeds isaiah’s words. isaiah is only 
able to describe the lower part of god before words fail 
him and he is forced to describe what is around god. isaiah 
sees angelic beings (seraphim) who cover themselves as 
they fly in god’s presence. it is these angelic beings who 
give words to what isaiah sees. god is thrice holy, so 
great that his glory fills the earth. to be thrice holy is to 

be completely pure and separate, to possess transcendence 
which makes god unlike anything else in creation.  
while the song of the seraphim fill and shake the temple, 
isaiah is filled with fear and himself begins to shake. 
having seen god for who he is (awareness), isaiah sees 
himself for who he is (self-awareness). seeing god’s great 
holiness, isaiah recognizes that he is not holy. he is a man 
who has unclean lips. this is a metaphor which speaks to the 
inner quality of isaiah as the lips are part of the mouthpiece 
for the inner person. in other words, isaiah recognizes he 
is corrupt as a person and he lives among corrupt people. 
having acknowledged his corruptness, a seraphim flies to 
him with a coal from the altar upon which the sacrifice of 
atonement is made. as a servant of god, this angelic being 
would only have come to isaiah at god’s behest. he touches 
isaiah’s lips and notes that isaiah is changed, purified, made 
holy like god (change). 
we see a similar episode in luke’s gospel. luke records an 
event where Jesus was teaching by the sea of galilee and 
found that he needed a better teaching platform. therefore, 
he asks a local fisherman to allow him to sit in his boat a 
few feet off the shore so that he might teach the crowd and 
not find himself pushed into the water! after Jesus finished 
teaching, he encouraged this local fisherman, simon peter, 
to push out to the deep water and put down the nets. simon 
scoffs at this suggestion. it is day, the time for fishing 
in shallow water, and the fish were not biting that day. 
however, against his better Judgment, simon agrees to 
follow the instruction of Jesus. the result is simon and 
his companions catch a great haul of fish that threatens 
to sink two boats. seeing all of this, simon recognizes 
he is in the presence of someone greater than a teacher. 
no teacher should know anything about fishing, and no 
one could ever dream of catching so many fish. the only 
explanation which made sense of the moment was somehow 
Jesus had made the catch possible by his own power. at 
the very least, simon recognizes he is in the presence of 
more than a mere mortal. he senses power and knowledge 
beyond his own (awareness). in response, simon recognizes 
his own sinfulness, in the context, his own smallness and 
insignificance compared to Jesus (self-awareness). Jesus’ 
reply offers comfort and hope. simon does not need to 
be afraid. rather, he can look forward to being changed 
to become a person of greatness (fisher of people) as he 
follows Jesus (change).  



real life with you:
how do we become like Jesus? the typical answer involves 
some form of sin management, a gospel message which 
declares we must behave like Jesus. the problem with this 
approach to change is we cannot behave like Jesus. we only 
seem able to misbehave. we need a better way. this better 
way is found when we stop seeking to behave like Jesus and 
start seeking to behold Jesus.  
the ancient discipleship Journey was never based on the idea 
of behaving. it began with beholding. a disciple was one 
who followed, who lived with his master for the purpose of 
observing how he lived. it was in this process of beholding 
that the disciple slowly become like his master. in other 
words, beholding led to behaving!  
on the christian Journey, our beholding is made up of 
our pursuit of living with god, seeking to observe him 
directly and indirectly in our lives. we can do this through 
our reading of the gospels, solitude and silence, or even 
through the practice of daily reflection and examine. in 
these ways, and others, we pay attention to Jesus in our 
lives. we behold him. the more we behold him, the more 
we become like him for in our beholding we are exposing 
ourselves to the one who can change us. we are opening 
our lives willingly so that we might become like the one 
we observe.  
beholding rather than behaving can feel somewhat 
awkward. it doesn’t feel like enough, even though paul 
seemed to think it was (2 corinthians 3.18). one easy 
way to start is with a daily reading of the gospels. each 
day, set aside 10 minutes to read a portion of one of the 
gospels. read the text aloud and then pause, seeking to 
imagine yourself present, experiencing the text. pay special 
attention to Jesus. watch him. listen to him. behold him 
moving about. what do you see? what feelings are evoked 
in you? Just watch and ponder, then respond as you feel fits 
where you are and who you are in the moment.  
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real life with Blake:
how does one become like Jesus? this is the central question 
every follower of Jesus must answer, for the purpose of 
following is to become like him. i grew up in a religious 
context in which people were taught Just to do what Jesus 
did. . .on their own. i don’t know if that last part was ever 
openly stated, but it was hard to miss the message. we were 
saved by grace. . .now, we needed to stop what we were 
doing and start behaving. dallas willard called this kind 
of gospel message the “gospel of sin-management.” in other 
words, this gospel wasn’t really about change. it couldn’t 
bring about change. all it could do was lead people into 
various ways of coping with their sin. however, i didn’t 
know another way. to make matters worse, it seemed that 
scripture supported this kind of approach to change. after 
all, didn’t paul repeatedly say we are to put off our old 
ways (stop it) and put on our new life (behave!)? (see 
ephesians 4.17-24 and colossians 3.5-14.)  
for many years, i have wrestled with this gospel of sin-
management, its seemingly strong grounding in scripture, 
and its inability to bring about any real, lasting change 
in my life. somewhere along the way, someone nudged me 
to read what Jesus said about change on the discipleship 
Journey rather than Just reading paul. so, i turned to 
Jesus in the gospels, and what i found surprised me. when 
it came to Jesus’ teaching about discipleship (the Journey 
of becoming like Jesus), he had one simple rule. follow 
him. Jesus wanted his disciples to be with him, always, 
to watch him, listen to him, be with him. somehow, this 
life of following was enough, enough to transform even 
rough and tumble fishermen into men who looked like Jesus 
(luke 5.1-11; acts 4.13). with Jesus’ teaching in hand, 
i turned back to paul and found he said the same thing. 
discipleship (the change Journey) begins with following, 
being in the presence of Jesus, watching him (2 corinthians 
3.18). somehow, being with Jesus, beholding him as he 
moves about is a necessary component of the discipleship 
Journey. somehow it opens my life to god in a way that 
leads to him changing me. how does this work? i am not 
really sure. maybe, my following displays my desire to 
become like Jesus, a desire which god satisfies. maybe, my 
following makes me aware of Jesus’ life, and god gives me 
the strength to do the same. maybe, my following exposes 
me to the glorious power of god, and this changes me. 
maybe, it is all of the above and more. what i know is that 
i cannot change myself, but when i follow Jesus, seeking to 
be in his presence, god changes me.  


