
FOLLOWING CHRIST 

a book review of the book Following Christ by Joseph Stowell 

 When Christ said, “Follow Me” (Matt. 4:19), He used a specific word that underscores 
that followers are to embrace Him as the essence of their existence. The word 
literally means to “come after.” Following is a directional thing. It is to position Christ 
as our singular, passionate pursuit in all things. With every thought, choice, and 
response to life, fully devoted followers move toward proximity and intimacy with 
Christ.  

 Paul Hiebert, professor of missions at TEDS, envisions biblical Christianity as a 
paradigm with Christ at the center. He notes that authentic followers are in the 
process of moving closer to Christ. Each decision moves the arrow closer to the One 
we are pursuing. Hiebert notes that some who have been moving toward Christ become 
distracted by some seduction, turn their arrows around, and with wrong choices grow 
increasingly distant from Christ. And what of us who have decided that we are close 
enough and simply go into orbit around Christ? This holding pattern is particularly 
comfortable when we note that others are orbiting farther away than we are. But to be a 
follower means that Christ is the all-consuming center of our experience toward 
whom we are moving.  

 Unfortunately, Hiebert notes, we have often viewed Christianity as open space defined 
by boundaries of rules, traditions, and doctrine. As long as we stay in the space 
without climbing over the walls that define Christianity, we assume that we are good 
Christians. And while it is true that authentic Christianity has well-defined boundaries, 
authentic Christians do more than compliantly fill space. Christianity is more than a 
random racquetball experience of bouncing off walls as we are propelled through 
sanctified air by often conflicting influences that try to direct our Christian experience.  

 Christianity is Christ at the center, with followers converging steadily toward Him 
within the context of legitimate biblical boundaries.  

 While true followers acknowledge Christ as the strategic center, most of us stop short 
of that. We are quite satisfied to relate to Him; accept His liberation from hell; praise 
Him; find comfort, solace, and joy in Him; and be intrigued by Him. But few are bent 
toward following Him unconditionally. 

WOULD YOU KNOW A FOLLOWER IF YOU SAW ONE?  

 Interestingly, in the text in Matthew 4 that recounts the call of Christ to Andrew, Peter, 
James, and John, a different word is used for their response to Christ than the word 
that Christ used to call them. As we have seen, Christ’s call means that we are to 
“come after Him.” The essence of that call involves the direction of our lives.  

 The word that characterized the disciples’ response, however, was full of additional 
meaning. It was a technical word used of individuals in that day who were known by 
their friends and others around them as followers. According to linguistic scholars, it 
reflected two basic nuances. First, a follower was one who had a growing and 



deepening relationship to the one they were following. Followers do not characterize 
their following as a task or project or duty. It is, as we have already noted, first and 
foremost a relationship to this person who is being followed. Second, a true follower is in 
the process of a radical reformation because of the influence of the leader on his 
life. True followers do not remain the same once they start following Christ. He is 
involved in a task of radical reformation in our lives in terms of both character and 
conduct. Followers become imitators of the one they are following.   

 So in the time of the disciples, someone who called you a follower of Christ 
would expect to see your life busy about relationship and reformation.  

 This identity was so clear in Christ’s day that calling someone a follower would be no 
different form saying of someone, “He’s a trucker” or “She’s a doctor.” It defined the 
privilege and responsibility of their role as followers. It spoke volumes about who 
they were and explained why they lived, thought, and acted as they did.  

RELATIONSHIP  

 The word for “follow” applied to Peter, Andrew, James, and John in Matthew 4:19-21 
indicates a person who so longed to know the right way to live that he initiated a 
relationship with the local rabbi, knowing that the rabbi was the very epitome of 
God’s truth about life as expressed in the Torah. Followers in the rabbinical sense 
were those who had so longed for God and His standards that they moved in with the 
local rabbi as a means of knowing and growing toward God. The closest you could 
get to God on earth was through the rabbi. So followers in the technical sense were 
those who attached themselves to the local rabbi. These individuals often left 
everything they owned to live with the rabbi. They would serve the rabbi, sit at his 
feet and watch him intently.  

 The follower in Christ’s day was clearly marked as one who had a personal 
relationship with the local rabbi. And the relationship was the preeminent reality of 
his or her life.  

 Christ is the local rabbi of our souls. Moreover, He personalizes our relationship 
with Him by initiating an interest in us. He not only initiated a divinely authoritative 
call in our lives, but also bought us with the price of His own life on the cross. He 
lures us with persistent love into a deepening relationship with Him.   

 For us then, following means to adopt Him as the local rabbi of our lives and 
surrender; to sit under His wisdom in order to learn from Him; and to serve Him in 
every way possible. It means to give Him the highest priority as the supreme 
relationship of life out of which every other relationship and activity is defined and 
directed.  

 But moving from the desire to deepen our relationship to actually doing it is the 
challenge.   

 The question remains: How do I transition from a dutiful, distant, one-sided 
relationship with Christ to experience a deepening intimacy with Him.  



DISCIPLINES OF THE HEART  

 There are at least six disciplines in our lives that will cultivate the ground of our hearts 
for growing a personal experience with Him.  

1. Open the door of your heart. Perhaps the most important aspect of our pursuit of 
Christ is the realization that He wants and pursues a personal relationship with 
us. In the ancient world, eating together was the ultimate expression of fellowship 
and friendship. Inviting someone in to eat expressed a desire to have a deeper 
relationship. Revelations 3:20 is often thought of as an invitation to our salvation 
experience, but the verse actually speaks to Christ’s persistent desire for intimacy 
with His followers. He pictures Himself as knocking at the door of our hearts, wanting 
to come in: “Here I am! I stand at the door and knock.” And He gives us this 
assurance: “If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with 
him, and he with me.”  

 Where is Christ? Standing at the door, waiting for me to take the initiative to welcome 
Him to a relationship that He longs to have with me.  

 In Scripture we discover that our heart is where we dream, deliberate, decide, want, 
and will. It is Control Central. It is the only fully independent entity in our entire 
existence. No one invades it unless we give permission. It is the core of who and 
what we are. It is the real, authentic me. After all the layers of the external 
camouflage have been removed, my heart is the naked reality of what I really am.  

 This is the place where Christ wants to meet us, and He won’t meet us anywhere 
else. We want to meet Him at church, in our quiet time, at the safe and comfortable 
outer edges of what we pretend to be. But He meets us in our hearts. If it is 
intimacy we want, then the relationship must happen where intimacy happens. Christ 
is not interested in relating to the masks and the costumes. He’s not into 
camouflage. He wants to know and fellowship with the real me. (sins, habits, desires, 
dreams, trivia, fears, pride) Ps. 139.  

There can be no compromise here. Either Christ comes in as Lord of all my 
heart, or He doesn’t come in. If He doesn’t come in, I won’t experience the 
pleasure of His presence. He will still be with me and will ultimately take me home. 
But if it’s a relationship I’m hungry for, then I have to let Him in. And I must not be 
afraid. Whatever He does will be done in loving consistency. He is there because He 
loves me. Every heart that has opened to Him is better by far for doing so.  

2. Pursue Him. Relationships are built on communication and closeness. We 
cannot neglect regular conversations through prayer and exposure to His Word. 
Study His patterns of attitude, action, and reaction in the Gospels. Ask Him the tough 
questions and stay close until He starts to sort things out for you. Meditate on and 
memorize both His Word and the works of His hands, whether in the world 
around you, in the lives of others, or in your own life.  

Practice praise and worship for His character, and wisdom. As He promises, "The 
LORD inhabits the praise of His people." Praise Him all day long in creative ways, 
both in the warmth and quiet of your heart and in the public square. Celebrate Him 



with God's people, expressing the reality of this deepening intimacy you are 
experiencing.  

3. Put Him in His place. Make it your heart's desire that He is at the center of 
everything you do. As the sun is to the solar system, so the Savior is to the life of 
one who passionately pursues Him. Everything is illuminated, measured, and 
defined by His place in the preeminent center. Expel self, money, success, 
friends, pleasure, power, and position, comfort and convenience, and anything 
else that usurps His place in the center. Put Him finally and forever there. 
Sincerely repent for relegating the Son to the secondary role of a planet revolving 
around whatever we have wrongly placed at the center.  

4. Be where He is. We don't relate to Christ on our terms. He never gets off track in 
order to fellowship with us where we have strayed. Calling, "Lord, I'm over here in my 
bitterness and self-centered ness. Come! What would you like with your tea? really 
doesn't cut it if we are pursuing a personal relationship with Him. We find Him 
where He is, and fellowship means being there with Him. We fellowship with 
Him in acts of love, justice, mercy, humility, forgiveness, and righteousness. 
We experience His joy and power as we faithfully serve Him because we love 
Him. Serving others with acts of generosity and compassion puts us in close 
proximity to Him.  

In experiencing Christ, distance is damaging. Absence does not make the heart 
grow fonder. Keep short accounts on sin. Develop a sensitivity to where He is and 
where He is working. Be there. And train your heart to know when you are 
starting to follow afar off.  

5. Meet Him in the crisis. Seldom do we have a better opportunity to experience Christ 
personally than those times when we face a wrenching crisis. In the bad times He 
shows most clearly His grace, power, wisdom, and sustaining 
presence. Resisting or avoiding the crisis keeps us from experiencing Him as fully 
as we can. Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego knew their God more intimately after 
their ordeal in the fiery furnace than before. (Ironically, it was their unconditional 
obedience that caused their problem in the first place.) Because of his obedience in 
a time of crisis, Moses was able to do something he never thought he could. After 
leading the people of Israel from Egypt, he knew the reality of His God and 
fellowshipped in that relationship for the rest of his life.  

6. See Him in His people. Although He is not visible, Christ manifests Himself 
through His people as they interact in the reality of the character, actions, and 
attitudes of His presence within. While Christ is invisible, His body the church is 
visible and as such manifests His reality and presence. A hand that gives to us is 
His hand. A word that is encouraging, comforting, or confronting is His voice to 
us. An act of love, companionship, or compassion is His touch on our lives.  

How’s your followership?  

  

 



Six principles of intimacy emerge:  

1. Christ wants to come into our lives through the door of our hearts. Followers take 
the initiative to welcome Him within.  

2. Christ stands ready to be found and known in prayer, His Word, and His active 
work in our lives and the world around us. Followers find Him in these privileged 
practices.  

3. Christ’s presence is experienced when He is at the strategic center of all we are 
and do. Followers put Him there.  

4. Christ relates to us in the sphere of who He is, where He is, what He is, and what 
He wants to do. Followers meet Him in these unusual places.  

5. Christ often leads us into and through crisis situations so that we become 
convinced of His reality and presence in our lives. Followers view crises as 
opportunities to experience Him more fully.  

6. Christ meets us, speaks to us, and touches us through the physical and visible 
reality of His body the church. Followers look for Him there.  

“Follow me” . . . No conditions. No negotiations. No road map. No contractual 
exceptions. Just Follow! 

 


