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Dietrich Bonhoeffer Cost of Discipleship is a seminal work that continues to resonate deeply with

readers seeking to understand the true meaning of Christian commitment. This profound exploration

delves into the radical demands of following Jesus Christ, moving beyond superficial adherence to a

life of costly obedience. This article will unpack the core concepts of Bonhoeffer's thought, examining

the distinction between cheap grace and costly grace, the ethical implications of discipleship in a

secularized world, and the practical outworkings of such a commitment. We will explore how

Bonhoeffer's writings challenge contemporary believers to re-evaluate their faith and embrace a

discipleship that is not merely theoretical but transformative, a discipleship that counts the cost and

embraces it.
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Dietrich Bonhoeffer's magnum opus, The Cost of Discipleship, presents a compelling argument for a

faith that is both demanding and liberating. At its heart, the book is a passionate plea for a return to

the radical teachings of Jesus, challenging the pervasive tendency in modern Christianity to

domesticate the gospel. Bonhoeffer argues that true discipleship is not a passive acceptance of

religious dogma but an active, obedient following of Christ, even to the point of suffering and sacrifice.

This adherence, he contends, is the very essence of being a Christian, a stark contrast to a faith that

seeks comfort and ease at the expense of genuine commitment. The book meticulously examines

biblical passages, particularly the Sermon on the Mount, to illustrate the uncompromising nature of

Jesus' call.

Bonhoeffer's initial engagement with the concept stemmed from his critique of the German Evangelical

Church's complicity with the Nazi regime. He saw a clear link between a diluted understanding of

grace and the Church's failure to resist evil. This historical context is crucial for grasping the urgency

and gravity of his message. He wasn't merely presenting a theological treatise; he was articulating a

call to action, a directive for living out one's faith in the face of profound societal and political

pressures. The depth of his theological insights is intertwined with his lived experience and his ultimate

martyrdom, lending an unparalleled weight to his words.

The Crucial Distinction: Cheap Grace vs. Costly Grace

Perhaps the most impactful concept introduced in The Cost of Discipleship is the stark dichotomy

between "cheap grace" and "costly grace." Bonhoeffer defines cheap grace as the "preaching of

forgiveness without requiring repentance," the "baptism without church discipline," and "the Lord's

Supper without confession." It is grace that is readily available, offering absolution and spiritual comfort

without demanding any significant change in the believer's life or challenging their comfort zones. This

form of grace, he argues, is the enemy of true discipleship because it allows people to remain in their

sin without genuine transformation.

Conversely, costly grace is presented as the "grace that is costly because it cost God the life of his



Son." It is the grace that calls disciples to follow Jesus, to take up their cross, and to obey His

commands. This grace demands repentance, faith, and obedience, and it is through this costly

commitment that the believer is truly united with Christ and transformed by His Spirit. Costly grace is

not earned, but it is received through a willingness to surrender one's will to God's and to actively

participate in the ongoing work of redemption. Bonhoeffer emphasizes that this is the grace that makes

us truly free, not free from the demands of discipleship, but free to live a life of radical obedience.

The Characteristics of Cheap Grace

Bonhoeffer meticulously outlines the features of cheap grace, highlighting its insidious nature. He

points to several common manifestations within the Church that dilute the gospel's power:

The celebration of forgiveness without a corresponding emphasis on repentance and confession.

The accessibility of absolution without the need for a transformed life or a commitment to follow

Christ's teachings.

The presence of the sacraments (like baptism and communion) treated as mere ritualistic

observances rather than profound encounters with divine grace that demand a response.

The preaching of Christ as a benevolent, non-judgmental figure who condones sin and worldly

compromise.

The avoidance of any ethical demands or social justice implications in the proclamation of the

gospel.

This cheap grace, Bonhoeffer warns, leads to a superficial faith, a Christianity that is easily assimilated

into the world's values and therefore fails to offer any authentic counter-cultural witness. It fosters a

sense of spiritual entitlement rather than a spirit of humble service and sacrifice.



The Nature and Demands of Costly Grace

In contrast to its cheap counterpart, costly grace is characterized by its profound impact and

unwavering demands. Bonhoeffer illuminates this through several key aspects:

It is an affirmation of God's love that calls for a reciprocal love and obedience from the believer.

It requires a radical break from the past, marked by sincere repentance and a commitment to

live a new life in Christ.

It is manifested in the concrete actions of discipleship, such as serving the poor, confronting

injustice, and bearing witness to Christ in all circumstances.

It involves the willingness to suffer for Christ's sake, to endure persecution, and to even lay

down one's life if necessary.

It is the grace that empowers believers to live transformed lives, characterized by love, humility,

and courage.

Bonhoeffer stresses that costly grace is not a burden but a gift that liberates individuals to live

authentically and meaningfully, in full alignment with God's will. It is the grace that truly sets people

free.

The Ethical Framework of Christian Discipleship

Bonhoeffer's examination of discipleship is deeply rooted in ethics. He argues that genuine faith is

inseparable from ethical action. The Christian life is not about abstract theological propositions but

about concrete obedience to Jesus Christ, which inevitably involves ethical choices and



responsibilities. He believed that discipleship compels believers to engage with the world, to actively

participate in its struggles, and to work for justice and righteousness in accordance with Christ's

teachings. This engagement is not optional; it is a fundamental outflow of a faith that has truly

encountered God's costly grace.

The Sermon on the Mount, with its radical ethical pronouncements on issues like loving one's

enemies, turning the other cheek, and seeking first the kingdom of God, serves as a primary text for

Bonhoeffer's ethical framework. He interprets these teachings not as idealistic aspirations but as

practical directives for living. The cost of discipleship, in this ethical sense, means embracing a way of

life that often contradicts societal norms and personal desires, a life characterized by humility, self-

denial, and unwavering commitment to the will of God, even when it leads to suffering or social

ostracization.

Discipleship as Obedience to Christ's Commands

For Bonhoeffer, discipleship is synonymous with obedience. It is not a matter of intellectual assent or

emotional attachment to Jesus, but a practical, lived obedience to His commands. This obedience is

not born out of a desire to earn salvation or to achieve spiritual merit, but out of a deep love for God

that flows from the experience of His costly grace. The commands of Christ, as articulated in the

Gospels, are not burdensome impositions but invitations to a life of true freedom and purpose. This

obedience is a continuous process of learning and growing, of striving to conform one's will to God's.

Bonhoeffer believed that this obedience is best understood in the context of the "Männer der

Gemeinde" – the men of the community, who are called to active discipleship and leadership. While

this specific phrasing reflects the historical context of his writing, the underlying principle applies to all

believers: a call to active participation and responsible engagement in living out their faith. This

obedience is often costly, requiring believers to step out of their comfort zones, to challenge prevailing

injustices, and to stand firm in their convictions, even in the face of opposition.



The Sermon on the Mount as an Ethical Blueprint

Bonhoeffer viewed the Sermon on the Mount as the foundational ethical blueprint for Christian

discipleship. He argued that Jesus' teachings here were not meant to be allegorical or aspirational, but

literal commands for those who choose to follow Him. The Beatitudes, for instance, describe the

blessedness of those who are poor in spirit, who mourn, who are meek, and who hunger and thirst for

righteousness – qualities that are often at odds with worldly values. Bonhoeffer saw these as the

hallmarks of genuine discipleship, a radical reorientation of one's life and priorities.

Furthermore, Bonhoeffer's interpretation of Jesus' ethical commands extended to their social and

political implications. He believed that the call to love one's enemies and to turn the other cheek was

not a passive endorsement of injustice but an active, revolutionary way of life that sought to overcome

evil with good. This radical ethic demanded a commitment to peace, reconciliation, and justice, even at

personal cost. The willingness to embrace these challenging teachings is a clear indicator of one's

commitment to following Christ, distinguishing true disciples from those who cling to a superficial faith.

The Social and Political Dimensions of Discipleship

Dietrich Bonhoeffer's understanding of discipleship was intrinsically linked to its social and political

ramifications. Living in Nazi Germany, he witnessed firsthand the devastating consequences of a faith

that remained silent in the face of state-sponsored evil. He argued that discipleship, by its very nature,

compels believers to engage with the world, to bear witness to Christ's truth, and to actively resist

injustice and oppression. This engagement is not an afterthought but a necessary outflow of a faith

that has truly grasped the meaning of Christ's sacrificial love.

Bonhoeffer's involvement in the Confessing Church and the German resistance movement was a direct

manifestation of his theological convictions. He believed that the Church had a moral imperative to

speak out against the atrocities of the Nazi regime and to protect those who were being persecuted.



This commitment to action, even at the risk of his own life, underscores his profound understanding of

discipleship as a calling to live out one's faith in the public square, to be salt and light in a world often

dominated by darkness.

The Church's Role in a Secularized World

Bonhoeffer was acutely aware of the challenges faced by the Church in an increasingly secularized

world. He observed a tendency for Christianity to become privatized and domesticated, losing its

prophetic edge and its capacity to challenge the status quo. He believed that the Church's mission in

such a context was to provide a counter-cultural witness, to offer a radical alternative to the prevailing

values of society. This involves not only proclaiming the gospel but also living it out in tangible ways,

demonstrating the transformative power of Christ's love and justice.

The Church, in Bonhoeffer's view, is called to be a community of disciples who actively participate in

the life of the world, advocating for the marginalized and confronting injustice. This involves taking

seriously the ethical demands of the gospel and translating them into concrete actions that promote

human dignity and well-being. The Church should not be a sanctuary from the world but a force for its

redemption, a community that embodies Christ's love and truth in every sphere of life.

Resistance to Evil as an Act of Discipleship

Bonhoeffer's own life became a powerful testament to the belief that resistance to evil is an integral

part of Christian discipleship. As a theologian and pastor who actively participated in the resistance

against Nazism, he demonstrated that a faithful response to God's call often involves challenging

oppressive powers and standing up for the vulnerable. He argued that to remain silent in the face of

profound injustice is to betray one's calling as a disciple of Christ. This resistance is not born out of a

spirit of vengeance but out of a deep-seated commitment to the truth and love of God.



His theological reasoning for resistance was grounded in the belief that God's will is for justice and

liberation. Therefore, actively working to dismantle systems of oppression and to protect those who are

being persecuted is a direct expression of obedience to God. Bonhoeffer's martyrdom, a consequence

of his involvement in the resistance, tragically validated his conviction that costly discipleship can

indeed lead to the ultimate sacrifice, but it is a sacrifice undertaken in fidelity to Christ and His

kingdom. This aspect of his thought continues to inspire and challenge believers to engage

courageously with the ethical dilemmas of their own time.

Bonhoeffer's Enduring Legacy and Modern Relevance

The legacy of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and his profound insights on The Cost of Discipleship continue to

shape theological discourse and inspire believers across the globe. His fearless critique of cheap

grace and his unwavering call to costly obedience remain acutely relevant in a world still grappling with

issues of superficial faith, social injustice, and the Church's role in society. Bonhoeffer's writings offer a

robust framework for understanding what it truly means to follow Jesus Christ, urging believers to

move beyond nominal adherence to a life of deep commitment and courageous action.

His life and work serve as a constant reminder that true faith is not passive or comfortable. It is active,

demanding, and often costly. The principles he articulated provide a vital challenge to contemporary

Christianity, encouraging a re-evaluation of the gospel's radical message and its implications for

personal conduct and corporate witness. The ongoing interest in The Cost of Discipleship attests to its

enduring power to awaken consciences and to call followers of Christ to a more authentic and

sacrificial way of life.

Applying Bonhoeffer's Teachings Today

In the 21st century, the call to costly discipleship resonates powerfully. Bonhoeffer's insights provide a

crucial antidote to the consumerist and individualistic tendencies that can infiltrate modern religious life.



Believers today are challenged to examine whether their faith is marked by cheap grace – a faith that

offers comfort without challenge, forgiveness without repentance, and community without

accountability. Bonhoeffer's emphasis on obedience, sacrifice, and active engagement with the world

calls for a renewed commitment to living out the gospel in tangible ways.

This means, for example, actively pursuing justice for the oppressed, practicing radical hospitality, and

being willing to speak truth to power, even when it is unpopular or risky. It involves a conscious effort

to discern God's will in the midst of complex social and political issues and to respond with

courageous obedience. The challenge is to translate Bonhoeffer's theological insights into lived reality,

embracing discipleship not as a burden, but as the most profound and fulfilling way to live a life

dedicated to Christ.

The Continued Impact on Christian Thought and Practice

The enduring impact of The Cost of Discipleship on Christian thought and practice is undeniable.

Bonhoeffer’s distinction between cheap and costly grace has become a foundational concept for many

theologians and church leaders seeking to foster a more robust and authentic faith. His emphasis on

the ethical dimensions of discipleship continues to inform discussions on social justice, political

engagement, and the responsibilities of believers in a complex world. Many contemporary movements

within Christianity draw inspiration from his critique of nominal faith and his call for a radical, committed

discipleship.

Bonhoeffer's writings encourage a consistent self-examination, prompting individuals and communities

to assess whether their faith is truly transforming their lives and influencing their actions in the world.

The relevance of his work is not diminished by time; rather, it is amplified as subsequent generations

wrestle with similar questions of faith, obedience, and the Church's witness in the face of societal

challenges. His legacy remains a vital resource for anyone seeking to understand and live out the

demanding yet liberating call of Christian discipleship.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central thesis of Dietrich Bonhoeffer's 'The Cost of

Discipleship'?

The central thesis is that genuine Christian discipleship is costly, demanding radical obedience to

Christ that requires self-denial, suffering, and a commitment to living out the Gospel in the world, in

stark contrast to 'cheap grace'.

What does Bonhoeffer mean by 'cheap grace' versus 'costly grace'?

Cheap grace, according to Bonhoeffer, is grace that is offered without cost, leading to complacency,

self-satisfaction, and a distortion of the Gospel. Costly grace, conversely, is the costly sacrifice of

Christ on the cross, which demands a costly response from believers through obedience, suffering,

and a willingness to follow Christ's example.

How does Bonhoeffer connect discipleship to the Sermon on the

Mount?

Bonhoeffer sees the Sermon on the Mount, particularly the Beatitudes and the commands like 'love

your enemies,' as the literal blueprint for discipleship. He argues that these teachings are not idealistic

suggestions but absolute commands that a true disciple must strive to embody.

What role does suffering play in Bonhoeffer's concept of discipleship?

Suffering is an integral and unavoidable part of costly discipleship. Bonhoeffer argues that by taking up

their cross, disciples will inevitably share in Christ's suffering, which purifies faith and deepens

obedience, leading to a more authentic relationship with God.

How does 'The Cost of Discipleship' critique the church of its time?

Bonhoeffer critically examined the German church during the rise of Nazism, arguing that it had



succumbed to cheap grace, prioritizing comfort, tradition, and nationalistic sentiment over the radical

demands of discipleship and the ethical implications of the Gospel.

What is the significance of 'following Christ' in Bonhoeffer's work?

Following Christ is not merely an intellectual assent to doctrines but a concrete, active imitation of

Christ's life, actions, and suffering. It means actively taking up one's cross daily, living in solidarity with

the poor and marginalized, and bearing witness to Christ in the world.

Is 'The Cost of Discipleship' still relevant today, and if so, why?

Yes, it remains highly relevant. Its critique of comfortable, superficial faith resonates with contemporary

challenges faced by many churches. It calls believers to a deeper, more active, and sacrificial

engagement with their faith, urging them to live out the Gospel's transformative power in their personal

lives and in society.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Dietrich Bonhoeffer's The Cost of Discipleship, each beginning with :

1. The Price of Following: Bonhoeffer's Radical Call

This book delves into the core message of The Cost of Discipleship, exploring how Bonhoeffer's

understanding of discipleship demands a radical, life-altering commitment. It examines the practical

implications of taking Christ's commands seriously, even in the face of severe opposition and personal

sacrifice. The author highlights how true discipleship is not a matter of mere adherence to doctrine but

an active engagement with the world.

2. Living Under the Cross: Discipleship in a Difficult World

This work connects Bonhoeffer's theology to contemporary challenges, arguing that the "cost of

discipleship" is as relevant today as it was in Nazi Germany. It explores how believers can navigate

ethical dilemmas and social injustices by adhering to Christ's teachings. The book encourages readers

to consider the personal and societal consequences of their faith commitment.



3. The Imitation of Christ: A Bonhoefferian Perspective

Drawing directly from Bonhoeffer's emphasis on "following" Jesus, this book examines the concept of

imitation in Christian life. It unpacks how Bonhoeffer viewed obedience and suffering as integral parts

of mirroring Christ's own life. The author guides readers through the difficult but rewarding journey of

embodying Christ's love and humility.

4. Discipleship in Action: From Bonhoeffer to the Present

This study traces the enduring influence of Bonhoeffer's thought on the practice of discipleship across

different eras and contexts. It highlights how his ideas have inspired movements and individuals

seeking to live out their faith authentically. The book offers practical applications for contemporary

Christians wanting to translate theological conviction into tangible action.

5. The Unconditional Surrender: Bonhoeffer's Gospel of Grace

This title explores Bonhoeffer's critical distinction between "cheap grace" and "costly grace," as

presented in The Cost of Discipleship. It argues that true grace requires a complete surrender of self

to God's will, which often involves significant personal cost. The book challenges complacency and

calls for a deeper, more challenging engagement with God's transformative power.

6. The Suffering Servant: Discipleship's Essential Element

Focusing on Bonhoeffer's profound understanding of suffering, this book argues that bearing the cross

is an indispensable component of Christian discipleship. It explores how suffering is not to be avoided

but embraced as a pathway to deeper faith and conformity to Christ. The author emphasizes that this

suffering is not meaningless but redemptive.

7. The Community of the Crucified: Bonhoeffer's Vision of the Church

This work examines Bonhoeffer's ecclesiology, particularly how The Cost of Discipleship shapes his

view of the church as a community called to suffer with Christ. It highlights the importance of

communal discipleship and mutual accountability within the body of Christ. The book explores how the

church's mission involves living out the gospel in tangible ways, even at great personal risk.

8. When Faith Demands: Obedience in the Face of Power



This book directly addresses the ethical challenges Bonhoeffer confronted, particularly his decision to

resist the Nazi regime. It explores the "cost" of discipleship when it means confronting unjust structures

and powerful authorities. The author uses Bonhoeffer's life and writings to illustrate the demands of

obedience to God above all other allegiances.

9. The Cost of Being Light: Bonhoeffer's Call to Witness

This title reflects Bonhoeffer's emphasis on discipleship as a form of public witness. It examines how

following Christ in a costly manner positions believers as "light" in the world, often drawing opposition.

The book discusses how this witnessing is an inherent part of the discipleship journey and its inherent

demands.
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