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THE R IN ROPES: JESUS’ SUCCESSFUL RELATIONSHIP STRATEGY   

LUKE 6:6-12 

Some years ago, the distinguished publishing house of Grosset & Dunlap brought 
together a panel of 28 educators and historians and asked them to select the hundred 
most significant events of history, then list those events in order of importance. After 
months of labor, the panel reported that they considered the most significant event of 
history to be the discovery of America.  In second place was the invention of movable 
type by Gutenberg.  Eleven different events tied for third place, and five events tied for 
fourth place.  The events tying for fourth were the writing of the Constitution of our 
country, the development of ether, the development of the x-ray, the discovery of the 
airplane, and the life of Jesus of Nazareth.  Jesus tied for fourth place?  Really?   

A strong argument could be made that Jesus is the most influential and impactful 
human being who has ever lived.  A majority of the world’s population would probably 
say his life is the most significant event in human history.  But Jesus didn’t have a great 
number of followers at first.  On the Day of Pentecost, which was shortly after Jesus 
returned to Heaven, only about 120 people considered themselves devoted followers of 
Jesus.  How did Jesus become so influential and impactful when, at the time He left this 
planet physically, only 120 people followed Him?  Part of the answer is relationships.  
God created human beings to relate to, interact with, and belong to other human beings.  
We were never designed to do life alone.  A big reason most people in the world now 
subscribe to the Christian faith is because of relationships.   
 
In the last couple of years, our church has become much more intentional about 
building a discipleship culture.  Before Jesus left this world physically, He gave His 
followers our mission and purpose.  “‘Therefore, go and make disciples of all the 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy 
Spirit.  Teach these new disciples to obey all the commands I have given you. And be 
sure of this: I am with you always, even to the end of the age.’”  (Mt 28:19-20 NLT)  
Churches and Christians define a disciple of Jesus in much the same way with a few 
variations here and there.  Here at KRBC, we use the acronym ROPES.  This is our 
definition of a disciple.  The R stand for relationships, the O for obedience, the P for 
prayer, the E for evangelism, and the S for Scripture.  Today, I want you to think with 
me about the R in ROPES.   
 
Relationships happen in churches in different ways.  We gather for worship together on 
Sunday mornings.  While we welcome each other as an important part of our worship 
experience, the service itself is mostly about growing our relationship with God.  That’s 
absolutely OK because He’s the most important Person for you and me to have a 
relationship with.   Many followers of Jesus have found great value in being a part of a 
smaller group of people who meet on Sunday mornings or on weekday evenings to 
study the Bible together and pray for one another.  Our church offers several of those 
kinds of options.  They’re very helpful and important.  In the last couple of years – as 
part of developing our discipleship culture – we’ve seen a growing number of people in 
our church – participate in what we call discipleship triads.  What’s a discipleship triad?  
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It’s three followers of Jesus getting together regularly to discuss and discover new truths 
in God’s Word for about 12-24 months.  Not forever.  It’s a very intentional effort to 
apply God’s Word to our lives, to hold each other accountable for our spiritual growth, 
and to affirm the growth we see in each other’s lives.  Then, our plan is that each triad 
member will go out and recruit two new people into a new triad.  People inside or even 
outside the church.  We just want to see multiplication.  A year ago we had about six 
people involved in triads.  We now have between 35-40 people in triads.  As I speak 
today, you’ll see on the screen some pictures of some of our current triads.  In some 
cases you might see a picture of just two people.  We even have two pictures of four 
people.  We try to adhere to the triad model, but we don’t get too hung up on it either. 
 
Why the pictures?  Because this is more than just a philosophy for us here at KRBC.  
Discipleship here involves real people who really get together regularly to really grow in 
what it means to follow Jesus.  Really.  I hope it encourages many of you to consider 
becoming a part of a discipleship triad in the future.  If so, please speak with me or our 
Connections Director, Aimee Worley, after the service.   Jesus obviously believed in 
discipleship.  Did He have a strategy?  I suggest relationships were the cornerstone of 
Jesus’ discipleship strategy.  Let’s look at a Bible passage that underlines that fact.  
Here’s a question to answer: 
 
WHAT STRATEGY DID JESUS USE TO REACH THE WORLD? 

 

Have you ever thought much about when Jesus called those twelve men together to 
become His disciples?  I assumed it happened at the same time Jesus began His 
ministry which lasted about three years.  I was surprised to learn most Bible scholars 
generally agree that these twelve men weren’t brought together into an actual group 
that followed Jesus around Palestine until maybe a year to a year and a half into Jesus’ 
ministry.  When Jesus started teaching and healing people, He was a one man ministry.  
Because of the excitement He generated, Jesus began to attract a growing number of 
followers.  At first, then, these twelve men were just part of a larger, informal group of 
people who loved to hear Jesus teach and were willing to follow Him around.   
 
But after about 12-18 months of solo ministry, Jesus decided a change was necessary.  
Jesus did what He often did when He faced a major crossroads in His life and ministry. 
He spent the whole night in prayer seeking guidance from His Heavenly Father.  As a 
result of that all night prayer meeting, Jesus selected twelve men out of that larger 
group of followers to follow Him in a specific, special way.  That’s how this group we 
now think of as the Twelve, the disciples, or the apostles came into being.   What was 
Jesus’ ultimate goal again?  It’s contained in a verse many of us memorized as 
children.   “‘For this is how God loved the world: He gave his one and only Son, so that 
everyone who believes in him will not perish but have eternal life.’” (Jo 3:16 NLT) Jesus’ 
goal was to provide salvation for all of humanity.  What strategy did He employ to reach 
that goal?  Well, halfway through His ministry He stopped being a solo ministry and 
began to invest relationally in twelve men.  Up to this point in time, He had related to 
crowds of people who came to hear and see Him.  But after calling those twelve men 
together, Jesus related primarily to them.  Scripture makes it clear Jesus still had lots of 
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contact with lots of people, but the predominant amount of His time was spent with just 
those twelve men.  Training them.  Relating to them.  Ministering to and with them.   
 
Was Jesus’ strategy successful?  It didn’t look successful at first.  After three years of 
ministry, Jesus had twelve followers minus one – Judas, the traitor – who were a part of 
a larger group of about 120 people total.  What’s the most common indicator of success 
or effectiveness whether it’s a church or a business?  Numbers!  After three years, 120 
people.  Hmmm.  And Jesus was depending on these 120 people to help Him fulfill His 
ultimate goal of reaching the entire world.  If you didn’t know the rest of the story, don’t 
you think you would have been tempted to say or think:  “You know, Jesus was 
obviously a wonderful human being and a great teacher, but I don’t know if He was all 
that successful?  Three years… 120 people… what’s so special about that?”  But from 
the perspective of twenty centuries, the success of Jesus’ strategy looks much different, 
doesn’t it?  Now hundreds of millions of people in our country and all around the world 
have gathered, are gathered right now, or will gather in churches, cathedrals, homes, 
and huts – sometimes risking persecution, prison, and even death – to worship and 
praise God - giving thanks to this same Jesus.  History has proven the success of 
Jesus’ strategy.  And a key part of that strategy was built around, in, and through 
relationships.  Here’s the next obvious question to ask and try to answer… 
 
WHY DID JESUS USE A RELATIONSHIP STRATEGY?   

 

What made a strategy that focused on relationships so effective? Jesus’ plan involved 
enormous risks.  What if this remaining group of eleven men just gave up and quit? 
What if they failed?  One of them did fail rather spectacularly – Judas Iscariot, the 
traitor.  What if they got discouraged by persecution and problems and just went home 
to Galilee saying, “This is too tough.  Forget it!”  Didn’t it make better sense for Jesus to 
have stayed as a one man ministry?  He could have taken His show on the road and 
controlled His own destiny that way.  Why entrust your success to a group of very 
average, unsophisticated, common men devoid of any natural influence?  All they knew 
how to do was to fish, for goodness’ sake!  And your head guy is who… Peter!? 
 
There’s at least two answers to why Jesus used a relational strategy.  First, Jesus knew 
the only way to redeem the world is to transform human beings one by one.  Before 
reaching a quantity of people (a big number of men, women, and children), Jesus 
focused on developing spiritual quality in those twelve men.  Jesus knew that if He 
could get quality, the quantity would come eventually.  If He could spiritually transform 
those twelve men, they’d begin the work that would ultimately fulfill His mission of 
reaching the entire world.  The world will be reached with the good news about Jesus 
when individuals – one by one by one – are transformed by the power of the Holy Spirit.  
Jesus chose to train and relate to a small group of men who, in turn, were responsible 
for bringing the good news about Jesus to the world.  You hear that same relational 
strategy among the very first followers of Jesus.  Here’s what Paul, the great Christian 
leader, said to his younger friend. “Timothy, my dear son, be strong through the grace 
that God gives you in Christ Jesus.  You have heard me teach things that have been 
confirmed by many reliable witnesses. Now teach these truths to other trustworthy 
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people who will be able to pass them on to others.”  (2 Tim 2:1-2 NLT)  No less than 
four generations of disciples are mentioned in those two verses.  Paul discipled 
Timothy.  Timothy discipled “other trustworthy people.”  Those trustworthy people 
discipled “others.”  That’s a relational strategy and it started with Jesus. 
 
Here’s another reason Jesus used a relational strategy. He knew that life transformation 
happens best in the context of discipling relationships.  When Mark related this same 
incident of choosing the Twelve, he put it like this.  “Afterward Jesus went up on a 
mountain and called out the ones he wanted to go with him.  And they came to 
him.  Then he appointed twelve of them and called them his apostles. They were to 
accompany him.”  (Mk 3:13-14 NLT)  Jesus developed a kind of apprenticeship program 
that was based on relationships.  By spending 18-24 months with Jesus every day in 
every kind of situation, those twelve men learned how to relate to God, what they should 
believe, what they should teach, what they should do, and what really mattered in this 
life and the next.  Even then, spending that time with Jesus was not enough in and of 
itself.  They needed the Holy Spirit living in them and empowering them.  But when the 
Holy Spirit came upon them on the Day of Pentecost, they then went out and turned 
their world upside down spiritually.   

How do you and I get transformed spiritually?  How do we change for the better?  
There’s many answers to that question.  We know the Bible itself has transforming 
power, because it says of itself, “The Scriptures… have given you the wisdom to receive 
the salvation that comes by trusting in Christ Jesus.  All Scripture is inspired by God and 
is useful to teach us what is true and to make us realize what is wrong in our lives. It 
corrects us when we are wrong and teaches us to do what is right.  God uses it to 
prepare and equip his people to do every good work.”  (2 Tim 3:15-17 NLT)  Prayer has 
transforming power.  Good and bad life experiences surrendered to God have 
transforming power.  So, also, relationships with fellow disciples have transforming 
power.  The Bible says, “You use steel to sharpen steel, and one friend sharpens 
another.” (Pr 27:17 MSG)  Through the Holy Spirit, God uses people who want to follow 
Jesus to help each other become whoever God wants them to be.  I like how the 
devotional writer, Oswald Chambers put it, “When you meet a man or woman who puts 
Jesus Christ first, knit that one to your soul.” 

Can you imagine what that might have looked like with Jesus and the Twelve?  Do you 

remember the three stories Jesus told about the value of lost people to God?  He told a 
story about a lost sheep, a lost coin, and a lost son to underline how sinful, broken 
people matter greatly to God.  But Jesus did more than tell great stories.  He practiced 
what He preached.  Traveling through the city of Jericho, Jesus reached out to maybe 
the most hated man in that town – Zacchaeus, the tax collector.  Tax collectors were 
despised as thieves and traitors back then.  But Jesus reached out to Zacchaeus with 
the love of God and taught those twelve men an unforgettable lesson about how much 
lost people matter to God.  Life transformation was happening.  Do you recall the 
question Peter asked Jesus?  “‘Master, how many times do I forgive a brother or sister 
who hurts me? Seven?’”  Jesus replied, “‘Seven!  Hardly.  Try seventy times seven.’” 
(Mt 18:21-22 MSG)  Life transformation was happening.  On another occasion, the 



5 

 

disciples asked, “‘Lord, teach us to pray.’”  (Lk 11:1 NLT)  Why?  They had observed 
Jesus going off by Himself to spend time in prayer to His Father.  They rightly 
recognized a relationship between Jesus’ prayers and Jesus’ spiritual power.  He 
answered their request by teaching them what we now refer to as the Lord’s Prayer.  
Life transformation was happening.  Can you imagine watching Jesus die on the cross 
in agony and hearing Him say, “‘Father, forgive them, for they don’t know what they are 
doing’”?  (Lk 23:34 NLT)  Life transformation had to be happening then and there! 

That’s the ultimate goal of trying to build a discipleship culture at KRBC.  Life 
transformation!  When you combine Scripture, prayer, and interpreting both good and 
bad life events within the context of Holy Spirit-led relationships, it will result in life 
transformation.  Perfect people isn’t the end result.  Life transformation doesn’t produce 
spiritually elite people.  I simply mean ordinary followers of Jesus like you and me who 
are becoming more like Jesus, who are changing for the better, and who see their 
everyday lives gradually but profoundly transformed by the Holy Spirit.  Now, that brings 
us to a third and final question today… 

ARE YOU RECEPTIVE TO JESUS’ RELATIONSHIP STRATEGY? 

Are you open – sincerely open – to what Jesus could do in your life through intentional 
relationships with other followers of Jesus who want to experience life transformation?  
Or are you more devoted to your privacy?  “It’s just me and God.  Give me a sermon, 
some Christian music on the radio, maybe one or two Christian books a year.  That’s all 
I need.  I’m perfectly content to look at the back of people’s heads on Sunday mornings.  
I don’t need relationships.”  Be honest.  Does that describe you pretty accurately?   

Let me ask that question another way.  Are you changing for the better?  Do you even 
want to change?  Child psychologists tell us something astounding.  They say that by 
the time you reach the grand old, gray-haired age of six, most of your responses in life 
become rather predictable.  Did you hear that?  After age six, most people don’t change 
all that much.  So, is it possible to experience significant and genuine transformation?  
The Christian faith is based on the truth that through the Holy Spirit followers of Jesus 
can and do experience all kinds of spiritual transformation.  “So all of us… can see and 
reflect the glory of the Lord.  And the Lord—who is the Spirit—makes us more and more 
like him as we are changed into his glorious image.”  (2 Cor 3:18 NLT)  Meaning what?  
If you give God a chance to work, someone with a hard, callous heart toward others can 
become someone with a soft, warm heart.  If you give God a chance to work, an unkind, 
insensitive person can become caring and thoughtful.  If you give God a chance to 
work, a person who is living a wasted life can begin to live a productive life.  If you give 
God a change to work, a proud, arrogant person can become humble and usable to 
God.  How does God do that work in you and me?  Intentional, discipling relationships 
with other followers of Jesus is part of the answer. 

One night a man by the name of Nicodemus came to see Jesus secretly.  Nicodemus 
was a religious leader intrigued by Jesus.  Their conversation had a lot to do with 
change.  Nicodemus wanted to know if a man can change spiritually.  Jesus said, “‘So 
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don’t be surprised when I say, “You must be born again.”’”  (Jo 3:7 NLT)  Life 
transformation begins when we recognize both the need for change, but our inability to 
change ourselves.  We turn to Jesus and ask Him to make those changes in us through 
the Holy Spirit.  Spiritual transformation is a process.  It’s a journey.  You need the 
Bible, prayer, and the Holy Spirit.  You also need intentional, discipling relationships 
with other followers of Jesus who want the same thing:  life transformation. 

God is the greatest change agent in the Universe.  You cannot be in a relationship with 
God and stay the same spiritually.  You have to choose between spiritual growth or 
stagnation. You can’t have both.  If you say, “Sure, I’m a follower of Jesus,” but then 
add, “I don’t want to change” is a contradiction.  Are you involved in any life 
transforming relationships?  God’s method of transforming my attitudes, changing my 
values, and improving my character so that I look more like Jesus is to spend significant 
time with other followers of Jesus who desperately want the same thing.  If those 
original twelve disciples needed the experience of being with Jesus together to become 
the men of God they eventually became spiritually, what’s your excuse?  Are you 
receptive and open to Jesus’ relationship strategy?  

Sometimes other followers of Jesus do more than just affirm and comfort us; they also 
"raise our game."  That's what happened to Richard Dahlstrom when he was rock 
climbing with his friend Kevin.  Kevin, a more experienced climber, was climbing as the 
belayer.  That means he’s the one who's supposed to protect Dahlstrom from falling to 
the ground.   On this particular climb, Richard was exhausted and ready to quit the 
climb, so he politely asked Kevin to help him get back to the ground.  But Kevin refused 
to grant his friend's request. Their interaction went something like this.  Richard shouts, 
“Falling!"  Kevin puts a brake on the rope.  After a few feet Richard comes to a stop.  
He’s hanging and spinning around.  He shouts, "I'm done, man. Lower!"  This the when 
Kevin is supposed to lower Richard to the ground and congratulate him on a good try.  
Instead, Kevin says, "I'm not lowering ya, man. You can climb that."  "Funny," Richard 
says, “Lower, please."  "Not funny," Kevin says. "You. Can. Climb. That.  Try it again."  
Richard thinks, “Who is this person, telling me what I can and can't do? Friends don't let 
friends dangle in midair, do they? What did I ever like about Kevin?”  Richard says, "No, 
really. I'm finished."  Kevin responds, "No, really. You can climb this."  Richard thinks to 
himself again, “He's not going to let me quit. I need new friends.”  Richard tries again 
and falls again.  Richard asks to be lowered again.  Kevin refuses again.   Once more 
Richard tries and for reasons still unknown to him, he succeeds and finishes the climb, 
exhilarated by the triumph of it all.  Kevin saw something in Richard he himself didn't 
see and brought it out.  He raised his game, so to speak.  

That’s how God can use discipling relationships between followers of Jesus.  Not just 
any relationships.  Not just social, friendly relationships.  Personal and intentional 
relationships that affirm our growth in the Lord, help us apply Scripture, and hold us 
accountable to follow Jesus better.  They raise our game.  That’s Jesus’ relationship 
strategy.  Are you ready and willing to have your game raised?   


