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Dietrich Bonhoeffer The Cost of Discipleship is a profound exploration of what it
means to truly follow Christ in a world filled with distractions, temptations, and moral
dilemmas. Written by the German theologian and anti-Nazi dissident Dietrich Bonhoeffer,
this book delves deep into the concept of discipleship, emphasizing the sacrifices and
commitments required to live a life anchored in faith. Bonhoeffer’s insights remain relevant
today as they challenge believers to examine their own faith and the cost that comes with
it.

Understanding Dietrich Bonhoeffer

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was born on February 4, 1906, in Germany. He was a Lutheran pastor
and theologian known for his staunch opposition to the Nazi regime and his active
involvement in the resistance movement. Bonhoeffer's theological education, combined
with his experiences during a tumultuous period in history, shaped his thoughts on
Christian discipleship and ethical living.

The Context of Bonhoeffer’s Theology

During the rise of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party, Bonhoeffer found himself in a conflicted
society where the church often compromised its values for nationalism. His experiences in
both Germany and the United States allowed him to observe different expressions of faith
and their implications on social justice and moral responsibility. This context significantly
influenced his writing in "The Cost of Discipleship."

The Central Themes of "The Cost of Discipleship"

Bonhoeffer’s "The Cost of Discipleship" emphasizes several key themes that resonate
throughout the text:

1. Cheap Grace vs. Costly Grace

One of the most significant concepts in Bonhoeffer’s work is the distinction between cheap
grace and costly grace:

- Cheap Grace: This term refers to the grace that is offered without any requirement for
change or commitment. It is grace without repentance, forgiveness without personal
sacrifice, and faith without discipleship. Bonhoeffer argues that this understanding of grace



leads to a complacent faith that lacks depth and transformation.

- Costly Grace: In contrast, costly grace is described as the grace that demands everything
from the believer. It requires repentance, a willingness to follow Christ, and an active
commitment to living out one’s faith, even in the face of adversity. Bonhoeffer emphasizes
that true discipleship involves suffering and sacrifice, mirroring the life of Christ.

2. The Call to Discipleship

Bonhoeffer posits that every Christian is called to be a disciple of Jesus. This calling is not
merely an invitation but a command that involves:

- Following Christ: Discipleship means actively following Jesus in all aspects of life,
embracing His teachings, and modeling one’s behavior after His example.

- Participating in His Suffering: Bonhoeffer highlights that discipleship entails sharing in
Christ’s suffering, which may manifest in various forms, including persecution, social
ostracism, or personal sacrifice.

- Living in Community: Discipleship is also about being part of a faith community.
Bonhoeffer emphasizes the importance of fellowship among believers, as it provides
support and accountability in the journey of faith.

3. The Role of Faith and Works

Another critical theme in Bonhoeffer’s writing is the relationship between faith and works.
He asserts that genuine faith naturally produces good works. This is not merely about
performing acts for the sake of righteousness, but rather living out one’s faith authentically
in daily life. Key points include:

- Faith as Action: Bonhoeffer believes that faith should translate into tangible actions. A
disciple’s life should reflect the teachings and love of Christ in practical ways.

- Responsibility to the World: Bonhoeffer emphasizes that Christians have a responsibility to
engage with the world around them. This engagement may involve advocating for justice,
standing against oppression, and serving those in need.

The Impact of "The Cost of Discipleship"

"The Cost of Discipleship" has had a lasting impact on Christian thought and practice. Here
are some of the ways it has influenced believers and theologians:



1. A Call to Authentic Faith

Bonhoeffer's work challenges Christians to evaluate their faith critically. Many readers have
found that his writings inspire a more authentic, committed form of discipleship that
prioritizes relationship with Christ over ritualistic practices.

2. Resilience in the Face of Adversity

Bonhoeffer’s own life serves as a powerful testament to the principles he espouses. He
remained steadfast in his beliefs even when faced with persecution, imprisonment, and
ultimately, execution. His story encourages believers to stand firm in their faith, regardless
of the circumstances.

3. Influence on Modern Theology

Many contemporary theologians and church leaders reference Bonhoeffer’s work as a
guiding light in discussions about grace, ethics, and the responsibilities of Christians in
society. His exploration of the intersection between faith and action continues to inspire
movements for social justice and ethical living.

Conclusion: Embracing the Cost of Discipleship

In a world that often promotes convenience and comfort, Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s "The Cost of
Discipleship" serves as a powerful reminder of the true essence of following Christ. The
insights gained from this text challenge believers to reflect on their commitment to their
faith and the sacrifices it may entail.

By recognizing the difference between cheap and costly grace, understanding the call to
active discipleship, and embracing the relationship between faith and works, Christians are
encouraged to live out their faith with authenticity and courage. Bonhoeffer’s life and
writings continue to inspire generations to embrace the cost of discipleship, reminding us
all that true faith is a call to action, sacrifice, and love in a world that desperately needs it.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Dietrich Bonhoeffer's 'The
Cost of Discipleship'?
The central theme of 'The Cost of Discipleship' is the concept of 'costly grace', which
emphasizes that true discipleship requires a commitment to following Jesus, often involving
personal sacrifice and a rejection of cheap grace that allows for a complacent faith.



How does Bonhoeffer differentiate between cheap
grace and costly grace?
Bonhoeffer defines cheap grace as grace without discipleship, forgiveness without
repentance, and salvation without the cross. In contrast, costly grace is seen as the grace
that demands a response, requiring individuals to take up their cross and follow Christ,
embodying a life of obedience and sacrifice.

What role does community play in Bonhoeffer's
understanding of discipleship?
In 'The Cost of Discipleship', Bonhoeffer emphasizes the importance of Christian community
as a space where believers can support one another in their faith journey, share burdens,
and live out their commitment to Christ together, illustrating that discipleship is not a
solitary endeavor.

How did Bonhoeffer's own experiences influence his
writings in 'The Cost of Discipleship'?
Bonhoeffer's experiences living in Nazi Germany, including his opposition to the regime and
involvement in the resistance, heavily influenced his writings. His commitment to acting in
faith despite the risks exemplifies the principles of costly grace and authentic discipleship
he articulates in the book.

What is the significance of the term 'the call to
discipleship' in Bonhoeffer's work?
The term 'the call to discipleship' signifies the invitation from Christ to follow Him, which
Bonhoeffer sees as a profound and personal challenge. It is not merely a theological
concept but a practical demand that requires individuals to re-evaluate their lives and
priorities in light of their commitment to Christ.

How does Bonhoeffer address the concept of suffering
in relation to discipleship?
Bonhoeffer addresses suffering as an integral part of discipleship, arguing that following
Christ inevitably leads to suffering and sacrifice. He contends that true discipleship involves
embracing this suffering as a means of participating in Christ's own suffering and mission in
the world.
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