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Synopsis: 

Eternal salvation is free, but discipleship is costly. The conditions for 

discipleship are explained. 

 

Discipleship is costly. The Scriptures are clear that to be a disciple in the fullest 

sense of the term means that a person must pay a price. There is no view of 

discipleship which would disagree with this conclusion. However, the 

disagreement comes over whether the conditions for costly discipleship are also 

conditions for salvation. This critical difference is the subject of this third and last 

article in my series on discipleship. 

I. The Issue 

If the conditions of discipleship are also conditions of salvation, then every 

Christian is, by definition, a disciple, and salvation, by definition, is costly. If these 

conditions are not conditions for salvation, then the issue of discipleship must be 

distinguished from the issue of salvation so that discipleship is truly costly and 

salvation, truly free. We will now survey the two opposing views. 

A. The "Costly Grace" View 

The view that salvation is costly received its modern impetus from the German 

theologian and activist Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who expressed his views in the 

book The Cost of Discipleship, first published in English in 1949. He wrote of "costly 

grace" as opposed to "cheap grace," which he described as "Grace without price; 

grace without cost," or "grace without discipleship."1 To him, costly grace is 

inseparable from discipleship: 
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The only man who has the right to say that he is justified by grace alone is the 

man who left all to follow Christ. Such a man knows that the call to discipleship 

is a gift of grace, and that the call is inseparable from grace.2 

Bonhoeffer’s concept of "costly grace" has appealed to many who think it is the 

answer to the apathy and worldliness of contemporary Christians. The proponents 

of Lordship Salvation have naturally taken interest in costly discipleship as a 

solution to the growing number of people who profess to be Christians but who do 

not live up to their profession. Poe states, "The concern for discipleship did not 

emerge as a theoretical concept in an academic setting, rather it resulted from the 

phenomenon of people claiming to be Christians who have no interest in the things 

of Christ."3 Lordship proponents solve this problem by demanding that sinners pay 

a price for their salvation, the price of submission and obedience. J. I. Packer’s 

statement exemplifies the Lordship position: 

In our own presentation of Christ’s gospel, therefore, we need to lay a similar 

stress on the cost of following Christ, and make sinners face it soberly before we 

urge them to respond to the message of free forgiveness. In common honesty, we 

must not conceal the fact that free forgiveness in one sense will cost everything.4 

In their thinking, the cost of salvation includes the many conditions laid down by 

Christ for becoming a disciple, since in their opinion, salvation and discipleship are 

one and the same.5 

Though Lordship proponents have no reservations about calling salvation costly, 

they maintain adamantly that salvation is not of works, but a free gift. The "costly 

but free" contradiction is explained as a theological "paradox."6 

B. The "Free Grace" View 

It is difficult for those who oppose the concept of "costly grace" to understand how 

its proponents do not teach works salvation, or at the least, how they are not 

engaging in theological double-talk. Though labeled a position of "cheap grace" by 
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Lordship Salvation teachers, we prefer to call our position more accurately Free 

Grace because it emphasizes the freeness of salvation and the simplicity of faith.7 

The Free Grace position holds that salvation and discipleship are separate issues. 

Salvation concerns the sinner’s acceptance of the free gift of eternal life and the 

forgiveness of sins through faith alone. Discipleship concerns 

the believer’s response to the grace received by offering himself to God in 

submission, obedience, and sacrifice. In salvation, Christ paid the price; in 

discipleship, the believer pays the price. Therefore, salvation is free, but 

discipleship is costly. Because they are separate issues, there is no contradiction. 

In the previous articles of this series, we have defended the Free Grace view that 

discipleship is separate from salvation.8 This was done by studying the terms for 

discipleship in the NT and by showing that the call to salvation is not the same as 

the call to discipleship. This article will study the conditions for becoming a disciple 

in the Gospels and will show that they cannot be conditions for salvation. 

II. The Conditions of Discipleship 

The teachings of Jesus Christ make it plain that discipleship is costly. The matter to 

be determined is whether the passages which specify the cost of discipleship speak 

of the requirements for salvation or of a post-salvation commitment to our Lord. 

The basic conditions of discipleship were given by Christ after Peter’s well-known 

confession and Christ’s prediction of His death and resurrection and the story of 

His transfiguration. The focus of this section will be largely upon the parallel 

passages Matt 16:24-27, Mark 8:34-38, and Luke 9:23-26. Other conditions 

discussed are those found in Matt 10:37//Luke 14:26; Luke 14:33; and John 8:30-

31. 

A. The Conditions at Peter’s Confession 

Matthew 16:24-27, Mark 8:34-38, Luke 9:23-26 
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Before the conditions themselves are studied, a consideration of their context will 

be valuable. The occasion and audience will help determine the purposes of Jesus’ 

hard sayings about discipleship. 

1. The Background 

The Lordship interpretation of Jesus’ teaching about discipleship assumes an 

evangelistic occasion.9 The context shows that the occasion of these sayings is 

significantly linked to the prediction of Christ’s passion and resurrection and His 

rebuke of Peter. Matthew and Mark’s account record Peter’s rebuke of Christ and 

Christ’s response: "Get behind Me, Satan! You are an offense to Me, for you are 

not mindful of the things of God, but the things of men" (Matt 16:23//Mark 8:33). 

Jesus’ rebuke demonstrates to the disciples that He must suffer and be killed as 

part of God’s will for Him (Matt 16:21//Mark 8:31//Luke 9:22). There was, for 

Christ, a price to be paid in following God’s will to completion and His own 

glorification. Peter’s rebuke of Christ essentially denies that God’s will requires 

such a price. Jesus’ subsequent rebuke categorizes this perspective as satanic. 

The conditions of discipleship then follow contextually ("Then" [Tote], Matt 16:24) 

as the price which must be paid to follow the will of God to completion and share 

in Christ’s glory.10 In view of the Lord’s imminent death, departure, and 

glorification,11 these conditions show the way by which the will of God can be fully 

realized in Christ’s absence. 

The audience is also significant. Matthew indicates that Jesus addressed His 

sayings to none other than the twelve disciples (Matt 16:24). Mark says that Jesus 

"called the people (ochlos) to Him, with His disciples also" (Mark 8:34). 

The crowd is not specifically identified, but in Mark’s use of ochlos, when there is 

enough evidence to determine their disposition, the crowd with Jesus is presented 

as at least curious enough to follow Him. More often, they are characterized as 
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enthusiastic followers, teachable, exhibiting faith in their midst, and sometimes 

seeming totally sympathetic to Christ as if they were believers.12 Luke records that 

Jesus spoke "to them all" (Luke 9:23), the nearest antecedent of which is the 

Twelve (Luke 9:18),13 but possibly He spoke to the Twelve and the 

multitudes.14 In Luke 12:1 Jesus is described as teaching His disciples "first" in the 

presence of an "innumerable multitude." It is therefore reasonable to assume that in 

the Synoptics, when Jesus spoke to the multitudes (who to various degrees were 

followers), He was first teaching His twelve disciples, and secondarily His other 

followers. 

If Jesus addressed primarily His twelve disciples, who (except for Judas15) were 

definitely saved, and the crowds who were at least sympathetic or at most 

contained many followers whose exact commitment to Christ is left undefined, 

then it is reasonable to assume these sayings should apply to the issues of a deeper 

relationship with Him and not to salvation. It would be pointless for the Synoptic 

authors (especially Matthew) to focus on the disciples if these were conditions of 

salvation.16 We would expect such conditions to be announced when the disciples 

first met Jesus. A brief examination of each of these conditions will demonstrate 

whether they apply more appropriately to the Christian life or to salvation. 

2. The Conditions 

The conditions must be interpreted in light of the preceding prediction of Jesus’ 

suffering and death. As it cost Jesus to follow the Father’s will, so it would cost 

His disciples to do the same. As we shall see, sometimes there is agreement about 

the substance of the condition on the part of Lordship and Free Grace expositors. 

But the focus of the debate is on whether these are conditions for salvation or for a 

deeper commitment of discipleship. 
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Also, it should be noted that the requirements are for anyone who desires to "come 

after" Christ (Matt 16:24//Mark 8:34//Luke 9:23). As noted in previous articles, 

"come after" (opiso elthein) denotes discipleship. It clearly describes a process, not 

an event; a committed life of following after Jesus rather than coming to 

(proselthein) Him for salvation.17 The conditions for those who would "come after" 

Christ will be considered individually, then collectively. 

"Deny himself" This is best interpreted by what the disciples have just heard about 

Christ’s fate. Jesus was about to submit Himself and His own desires to the desire 

of the Father for Him, which was suffering and death. To deny oneself refers 

contextually to being mindful of the things of God, not the things of man (Matt 

16:23//Mark 8:33). In Stott’s understanding, one "must repudiate himself and his 

right to organize his own life."18 Gentry argues the significance in relation to 

salvation: "A person who truly receives Christ as Savior is in effect denying 

himself and his wants as nothing and Christ as everything."19 

While Stott and Gentry understand the substance of the saying, their application of 

this condition to salvation does not coincide with the real issue in salvation, which 

is the forgiveness of sin and justification of the sinner. But in harmony with the 

context, Jesus is not addressing these issues here. He speaks of denying oneself 

that which would obstruct the fulfillment of God’s will in the course of following 

Him. In the passages that deal unquestionably with eternal salvation, there is no 

mention of self-denial, or one’s "right to organize his own life," or one’s "denying 

himself his wants" as a requirement for salvation. 

"Take up his cross." Stott argues that to take up the cross is to make oneself as a 

condemned man, apparently in the sense of living for Christ instead of self.20 Boice 

sees cross-bearing as "saying yes to something for Jesus’ sake." Specifically, Boice 

declares that cross-bearing involves prayer, Bible study, feeding the hungry, giving 
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drink to the thirsty, receiving strangers, clothing the naked, caring for the sick, 

visiting prisoners, and witnessing.21 In light of the context, it appears that Jesus is 

expecting the disciples to suffer hardships in order to do God’s will just as He does 

by submitting to the Cross. For Him and for the disciples, it meant they were like 

men condemned to die, who carry their cross-beams to the place of execution in 

submission to a higher authority.22 If this is applied to unbelievers, then the Gospel 

message is a demand to be willing to die for Jesus. 

Stott’s interpretation and Gentry’s practical considerations may be correct, but that 

they refer to a condition of salvation for unbelievers is untenable, for then salvation 

would be by suffering, by a willingness to die for Christ, and thus by works, as 

Boice’s particulars demonstrate. This contradicts the Scriptures which speak of the 

necessity of Jesus Christ suffering so that sinners could be saved apart from 

works.23 The sinner’s willingness to suffer is not a condition of justification. Also, 

the unbeliever has no cross in the sense of self-mortification (contra Stott), for he is 

already dead in sins (Eph. 2:1-2); nor do unbelievers, by definition, have a cross in 

the sense of Christian duties (contra Boice). 

Furthermore, Luke adds the qualifier "daily," which shows this could not refer to 

salvation because it refers to something that is done repeatedly. Stott is right when 

he declares, "Every day the Christian is to die. Every day he renounces the 

sovereignty of his own will. Every day he renews his unconditional surrender to 

Jesus Christ."24 But Stott speaks here of "the Christian."25 If this characterizes 

saving faith and is a condition for salvation, as Lordship proponents insist, one 

must repeatedly place his faith in Jesus as Savior and Lord through daily surrender. 

In other words, salvation would not occur at a point in time. Such a condition is not 

found elsewhere in the Bible and makes both salvation and assurance impossible. 

"Follow Me." As discussed in both previous articles, this phrase speaks of 

discipleship and denotes the pupil/master relationship. Here Jesus invests the term 
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with the significance of following Him by obeying God’s will, that is, by self-

denial and taking up the cross, as Stott agrees.26 Because following another person 

is a process, a progression, and requires time, this condition cannot speak of 

entrance into salvation. This would promote salvation by the imitation of Christ or 

by adherence to His example, which would be a salvation of works. It is best taken 

as a term that describes a continuously committed lifestyle. 

"Loses his life." An explanatory statement ("For") follows the three conditions. Jesus 

says, "For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for 

My sake will save it" (Luke 9:24; cf. Matt 16:25//Mark 8:35; and Matt 10:39). To 

lose one’s life explains in summary form what it means to deny oneself, take up 

one’s cross, and follow Jesus Christ in submission to God’s will. The background 

of Jesus losing His life physically (on the Cross) and thus metaphorically (to the 

will of God) has been observed in the previous context (Matt 16:21//Mark 

8:31//Luke 9:22). Therefore, those who are to be disciples must also lose their lives 

to the will of God. This will involve the three conditions just mentioned: denial of 

one’s own desires, suffering in obedience, and continuous following of Christ in 

the will of God. 

The denial of one’s own desires in order to obey the will of God is amplified by the 

following rhetorical question: "For what is a man profited if he gains the whole 

world, and loses his own soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul?" 

(Matt 16:26; cf. Mark 8:36// Luke 9:25). If a man chose not to deny himself 

and not to pursue the will of God, but to pursue his own selfish and worldly 

desires, he would lose his soul (i.e., his life). 

Here some point to the phrase "save his life" and "loses his own soul," and the 

consequence "destroyed" or "lost" (in Luke) to say that the passage speaks of 

eternal salvation.27 However, the verb save (sozo) often does not refer to eternal 

salvation. It is probably used here in the general sense of "rescue, preserve from 
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danger"28 or "deliver,"29 i.e., save from a life of self-denial and cross-bearing,30 for 

this thought explains ("For," gar) the impact of the previous conditions. 

Likewise, "life" (psyche) does not automatically refer to the eternal soul only. The 

parallel in Luke 9:25 replaces Matthew and Mark’s "life" with 

"himself" (heauton). The noun psyche is frequently used in Scripture in the sense of 

the essential life of man. Contrary to other Lordship proponents, Stott recognizes 

this meaning. Speaking of the word psyche he correctly observes, 

The word for "life" here means neither our physical existence, nor our soul, but 

our self. The psyche is the ego, the human personality which thinks, feels, plans 

and chooses… The man who commits himself to Christ, therefore, loses himself, 

not by the absorption of his personality in Christ’s personality but by the 

submission of his will to Christ’s will.31 

Furthermore, unless the context is clearly proved to be soteriological, the verbs 

"destroyed" (apollymi in Matthew) and "lost" (zemioo, in Matthew and Luke) 

should retain their respective general meanings of "ruin, destroy, lose"32 and "suffer 

damage or loss, forfeit, sustain injury."33 When Jesus says "whoever loses his life 

for My sake," the sense is certainly not eternal destruction, for He says this one 

will then "find it," which is something good. Conversely, it fits well that what one 

may lose when he tries to save his life (preserve himself from the hardships of self-

denial and cross-bearing) is life in the essential qualitative sense (i.e., experiencing 

God’s life in this life, John 17:3), not the eternal soul. 

The paradox Jesus used has great meaning. What He appears to be saying is this: 

"Whoever desires to preserve himself from the hardships of God’s will of self-

denial and cross-bearing will in fact forfeit the essential quality (= true spiritual 

value) of the present life he is trying to preserve. On the other hand, whoever 

forfeits himself to God’s will of self-denial and hardships will discover the greater 

essential quality (spiritual value) of the present life he was willing to forfeit." This 
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interpretation would therefore not describe eternal salvation, but a higher quality of 

experience with God in this life, with implications for the eschatological life, as the 

next section will show. 

"Whoever is ashamed of Me." Mark and Luke state a negative condition that if 

anyone is ashamed of Christ and His words, Christ will also be ashamed of that 

person at His coming (Mark 8:38//Luke 9:26). Matthew 16:27 does not mention 

shame, but can be correlated with Matt 10:32-33,34 where the condition is stated in 

terms of confessing and denying Christ,35 and is claimed to be a condition of 

salvation by Lordship teachers.36 

The idea of being ashamed of Christ or denying Christ is clarified in some contexts 

more than in others. In Luke this saying follows a warning about one who positions 

himself with the world for the sake of gain (Luke 9:25). It thus explains 

("For," gar) the eschatological consequences which face those who desire the 

world. The same could be said of this saying in Mark 8:3 8, with the exception that 

Jesus adds the helpful phrase "in this adulterous and sinful generation." The shame 

therefore seems to imply a denial of one’s identification with Christ in the face of 

the pressure to live for and identify with the world. In Mark the "For" appears to 

connect v 38 with v 35, expanding the idea of one’s relation to this world and its 

consequences. 

Perhaps the greatest clarification comes from the parallel thought of Matt 10:32-

33, where the context is developed more fully. There Jesus is giving instructions to 

the Twelve before sending them out to preach the Gospel (Matt 10:5ff.). He warns 

of rejection and persecution (vv 16-25) and encourages them not to fear (vv 26-3 

1). Verses 32-33 are also followed by similar warnings about rejection (vv 34-36). 

In vv 32-33 Jesus is both encouraging and warning in the face of the fear of 

persecution. He wants the disciples to know that anyone who identifies with Him 
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will be rewarded, while anyone who shrinks from this will be denied by Christ 

before the Father (explained below). Matthew’s context seems a close parallel to 

that which is signified by Mark’s phrase "in this adulterous and sinful generation" 

(Mark 8:38). 

The consequence facing someone who is ashamed of or denies Christ is more 

enigmatic. Does Christ’s reciprocal shame and denial of that person at His coming 

denote a denial of salvation? In correlating Matt 10:32-33 with 16:27, it is clear 

that the issue is some kind of recompense for one’s works. Matthew takes care to 

state that at His coming, Christ "will reward (apodosei) each according to his 

works" (16:27). That Jesus makes works the basis of the recompense demands that 

salvation not be the issue (Eph 2:8-9). Also, the verb apodosei carries the idea of 

"recompense" with no inherent sense of whether it is good or bad, so it could speak 

of positive reward or negative judgment.37 In Mark and Luke a negative 

recompense is suggested: Those who were too ashamed to identify with Christ will 

experience Christ’s shame. The effect of Christ’s shame is not specified, but one 

could surmise that for a redeemed and now fully-enlightened believer, this would 

at least produce agonizing regret. In the parallel passage, Matt 10:32-33, the idea 

of recompense is good (v 32) or bad (v 33) accordingly.38 Christ’s confession (or 

lack of it) in heaven would not relate to the judgment of our salvation, but to an 

acknowledgment (or lack of it) before the Father of the disciples’ unity or 

fellowship with Christ39 which is recompensed in an unspecified but appropriate 

way. (However, one might compare 2 Tim 2:12, where reigning with Christ is the 

specific reward.) 

3. The Conclusions from These Conditions 

Collectively, all the conditions studied thus far in this section are summarized by Lordship 

advocates as demands for submission to Christ as Lord for salvation. Stott summarizes them 

under the concept of following Christ: 
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Thus, in order to follow Christ, we have to deny ourselves, to crucify ourselves, to lose 

ourselves. The full inexorable demand of Jesus Christ is now laid bare. He does not call 

us to a sloppy half-heartedness, but to a vigorous, absolute commitment. He invites us 

to make Him our Lord.40 

Likewise, MacArthur concludes, 

Faith is not an experiment, but a lifelong commitment. It means taking up the 

cross daily, giving all for Christ each day with no reservations, no uncertainty, 

no hesitation. It means nothing is knowingly held back, nothing purposely 

shielded from His lordship, nothing stubbornly kept from His control.41 

Plainly, the conditions understood by Lordship advocates are absolute, all or 

nothing.42 In essence, there is little disagreement with the interpretations of the 

demands themselves, only with the application of them to salvation instead of the 

Christian life. 

Lordship Salvation teachers will object to the charge that applying these conditions 

to unbelievers is works oriented. But their interpretation of the conditions cannot 

evade the charge of salvation by merit. It makes no sense to demand from 

unbelieving sinners a decision that assumes an understanding of the full 

significance of Christ’s sacrifice, especially at this point in the Gospel narratives 

before His death. (Would Jesus ask an unbeliever to be willing to die for Him?) 

This would practically preclude anyone from being saved unless he understood the 

meanings of these conditions—meanings which can best be appreciated in light of 

salvation, not in prospect of it. 

Jesus’ teaching on discipleship took place well into His ministry and was 

addressed primarily to His disciples as a further revelation of the kind of 

commitment He desired of His already saved followers. He explained these 

conditions against the background of His own commitment that would lead to His 
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death in order to invest them with the fullest significance for those who also 

desired to follow God’s will. 

B. Other Conditions 

Some other conditions will be considered briefly. Again, the main issue is not 

usually the interpretation of the condition itself, but whether it applies to Christians 

or non-Christians. 

1. Hate Your Family (Matt 10:37//Luke 14:26) 

In another setting, Matthew and Luke add another condition to those already 

considered. In Matthew’s account, Jesus says the one who "loves" family more 

than Him is "not worthy" of Him. In Luke, Jesus says no one can be His disciple 

who does not "hate" his family and his own life. This condition is troublesome for 

many whether it speaks of salvation or of a deeper commitment. 

As Beare asserts, Jesus was probably using a Semitic figure of speech: 

This is the more Semitic manner of speaking—Luke’s words are the literal translation 

of an Aramaic original; but the verb "hate" does not carry its full sense. It means no 

more than "love less", and Matthew has turned this into the positive—not that they 

must love the immediate family less than Jesus, but they must love Him more. Loyalty 

to the Master must override even the closest family ties.43 

Jesus must be the object of one’s supreme love and devotion if one is to be His 

disciple. But in both Matthew and Luke, the words are applied to believers only. In 

Matthew, the saying is in the context of a warning about family members who will 

be divided over Christ (10:34-35). In such a situation, a person who is convinced 

that Jesus is the Messiah will have his ongoing loyalty tested by those in the family 

who disagree. This would present a great temptation to choose family ties and 
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harmony over one’s identity with Christ. In Luke, the saying is applied to anyone 

who "comes to" Jesus, which denotes those who believe in Him, as noted earlier. 

Therefore, MacArthur rightly interprets the meaning of the idiom itself, "We must 

be unquestionably loyal to Him."44 However, this interpretation does not apply to 

the unsaved, for one more naturally learns love and loyalty on the basis of what 

Jesus has done in redemption and forgiveness. The Bible teaches that God offers 

salvation to people as sinners, that is, apart from their love and loyalty to Christ 

(Rom 5:6-8; I John 4:10). Even thus softened (as a Semitic figure of speech), such 

a devoted love for God over blood relationships would be an extraordinary demand 

for sinners who have had no experience of Christ’s redeeming love. 

Furthermore, it cannot speak of salvation because Matthew records that any loyalty 

that preempts loyalty to Christ makes or shows one to be "not worthy" of Christ 

(Matt 10:37). The statement about unworthiness seems to imply the converse, that 

one can be worthy of Christ. However, the unsaved are unworthy of Christ and His 

salvation because they do not believe, not because they are loyal to family ahead of 

Christ. Conversely, no amount of loyalty to God or any other form of good deed 

makes a sinner worthy of Christ’s righteousness. One can only be worthy for 

rewards. 

Like the previous demands, this demand cannot speak of salvation. It is truth which 

brings believers into a deeper relationship with Jesus as Lord through their loyalty 

to Him. 

2. Forsake All (Luke 14:33) 

Another condition that Jesus gives is that "Whoever does not forsake all… cannot 

be My disciple." It shares the same context as the condition discussed above (Luke 

14:27) and is therefore addressed to believers. Following the illustrations of a 
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builder and of a king who did not make the necessary provision to finish their 

commitments, this condition demands that a believer commit or surrender 

whatever possessions are necessary in order for him to follow God’s will. "All that 

he has" translates pasi tois heautou hyparchousin which speaks of one’s property or 

possessions.45 

The condition is in absolute terms. Perhaps realizing the difficulty of making this a demand for 

unbelievers who wish to be saved, Lordship Salvation teachers sometimes soften this and other 

conditions to a willingness to forsake all. MacArthur says, 

Do we literally have to give away everything we own to become Christians? No, but 

we do have to be willing to forsake all (Luke 14:33), meaning we cling to nothing that 

takes precedence over Christ (emphasis his).46 

But Jesus did not say one must only be willing. Even if one only had to be willing to do these 

things for salvation, salvation would be just as conditional and meritorious as if they were 

actual works. This negates the concept of grace (Rom 4:4). Furthermore, the subjectivity of 

willingness makes salvation elusive, as Zuck notes: 

Willingness to do something is not the same thing as actually doing it, and it does not 

answer the question, "How much commitment is necessary?" If lordship proponents do 

not mean a person must surrender everything to be saved, then why do they 

say all must be surrendered?47 

3. Abide in His Word (John 8:30-31) 

This passage will be considered because it is usually thought to be a condition of discipleship 

spoken to unbelievers. Speaking of Jesus’ ministry, John writes, "As He spoke these words, 

many believed in Him. Then Jesus said to those Jews who believed Him, ‘If you abide in My 

word, you are my disciples indeed." Many commentators assign Jesus’ words to those who had 

a counterfeit or spurious faith. For example, Morris states, 
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This section of discourse is addressed to those who believe, and yet do not believe. 

Clearly they are inclined to think that what Jesus said was true. But they were not 

prepared to yield Him the far-reaching allegiance that real trust in Him implies.48 

However, the passage is best understood as a condition of discipleship directed to 

true believers, as can be shown. 

It is argued that "believed Him" in v 31 indicates inadequate faith by the use 

of pisteuo ("believe") without the preposition eis ("in"). But it is obvious that those 

addressed in v 31 are the same as those in v 30 who "believed in Him" (pisteuo eis 

auton), which is a strong term denoting salvation.49 Also, there is overwhelming 

evidence that pisteuo without the preposition does not prove that faith is inadequate 

for salvation.50 Salvation is clearly meant in v 24 where pisteuo with no preposition 

is used when Jesus states, "If you do not believe that I am He, you will die in your 

sins." 

It is also argued that the hostility of these believers continues (vv 33ff.), and Jesus 

calls them children of the devil (v 44). This continuing hostility reflects the 

opposition of the Jews, which is a major motif of this section. 

In light of what has been argued thus far, vv 31-32 show Jesus briefly directing His 

attention to those Jews who were saved as He taught in the temple. John’s 

commentary in v 30 is inserted before Jesus’ remarks to direct the reader to a 

change of focus by Christ before the opposition resumes in v 33 as a reaction to 

Christ’s remarks.51 As soon as He finishes His remarks to these believers, the Jews 

raise another objection, just as they have been doing from the start of the dialogue 

(cf. 8:13, 19,22,25). The objection of v 33, being totally out of character with the 

inclination of those mentioned in vv 31 and 32, shows that the identity of those in v 

33 is assumed to be the antagonistic unbelieving Jews, not the new believers.52 
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This interpretation is most reasonable because it prevents Christ, who says in v 45 

"you do not believe Me," from contradicting John, who said they "believed in 

Him" and "believed Him" (vv 30-31). It also has greater exegetical and theological 

consistency than that view which would say these are "believers who did not really 

believe." 

The condition for becoming disciples in v 31 should not be construed as an 

admonition to unbelievers. In fact, the opposite is indicated by the emphatic plural 

pronoun "you" (hymeis) which distinguishes the new believers from the rest of the 

Jews.53 Also, Jesus’ admonition is not to enter His word, but to abide (meno) or 

continue in it. The assumption that they are already in His word indicates that 

abiding is a condition for further knowledge of the truth and freedom in Christ. 

Discipleship, as abiding in intimacy with Christ, is elsewhere in John made 

conditional on love and obedience (e.g., 13:35; 14:15, 21, 23; 15:4, 7, 10, 14). 

III. The Difference Between Discipleship and Salvation 

Synthesizing the observations of this and the previous two articles, we find a clear 

distinction between committed discipleship and salvation. These differences 

between simple salvation and discipleship cannot be ignored: Salvation is a free 

gift; intimate discipleship is costly. Salvation relates primarily to Christ as Savior; 

discipleship relates primarily to Christ as Lord. Salvation involves the will of God 

in redemption and reconciliation; discipleship involves the whole will of God. 

Salvation’s sole condition is "believe"; discipleship’s conditions are abide, obey, 

love, deny oneself, take up the cross, follow, lose one’s life, "hate" one’s family, 

etc. Salvation is a new birth; discipleship is a lifetime of growth. Salvation depends 

on Christ’s work on the Cross for all people; discipleship depends on a believer 

carrying his or her cross for Christ. Salvation is a response to Christ’s death and 
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resurrection; discipleship is a response to Christ’s life. Salvation determines eternal 

destiny; discipleship determines eternal and temporal rewards. Salvation is 

obtained by faith; discipleship is obtained by faith through works. 

The difference is the same as that between justification and sanctification. These 

realities are related, but we do not encourage sanctification before justification. 

Justification is through faith alone; sanctification is through a life of progressive 

faithful obedience. Justification can take place apart from sanctification, but 

sanctification cannot take place apart from justification. With justification comes 

the Spirit and His power to accomplish sanctification. 

The sequence of justification before sanctification, salvation before discipleship, or faith before 

commitment is clearly taught in the Bible. Many verses appeal for commitment on the basis of 

grace already received (e.g., Rom 12:1; Eph 4:1; Col2:6). The teaching of Titus 2:11-12 is 

especially relevant because it explicitly relates grace to the believer’s sanctification. This 

passage shows that commitment and obedience come in retrospective response to grace, not 

in prospective anticipation of it: 

For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men, teaching us that, 

denying ungodliness and worldly lusts, we should live soberly, righteously, and godly 

in the present age. 

The grace received in salvation is the basis of further Christian commitment, not 

vice versa. It is significant that Paul uses a verb to express the idea of training that 

is different from the idea usually related to discipleship expressed 

by matheteuo. The verb he chooses (paideuo, "teach") is rooted in the Greek idea of 

training a child (paidion).54 Grace, when received, takes an immature person and 

trains him toward godliness. This and other NT admonitions to commit one’s life 

to godly principles on the basis of grace received would seem superfluous if such a 
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commitment was understood and made before salvation. The commitment of 

discipleship is expected of Christians only. 

The difference between discipleship and salvation cannot, therefore, be called a 

paradox. If salvation could somehow be free but costly, then this might be called a 

paradox. But this attempt by the Lordship Salvation position to maintain 

theological orthodoxy (justification by faith alone) while demanding a price from 

the sinner (costly grace) cannot be biblically justified. Romans 11:6 makes works 

and grace mutually exclusive, as does Rom 4:5: "Now to him who works, the 

wages are not counted as grace but as debt" (cf. Eph 2:8-9; Titus 3:5-7). It may 

cost to be or continue as a Christian, but not to become a Christian. To cite biblical 

examples where the Gospel is presented without cost would be superfluous. 

IV. Conclusion 

Our examination of the conditions of discipleship given in the Gospels show that 

they are directed toward challenging believers to live lives of obedience, surrender, 

sacrifice, and self-denial. There is not the slightest evidence that they are intended 

for unbelievers. To make them so confuses the freeness of the Gospel and nullifies 

the grace of God in salvation. 

Discipleship is indeed costly, but the cost can only be paid in response to the grace 

received at salvation. As a believer understands the sacrifice of God for his 

redemption, he will want to respond to the grace given with a reciprocal 

commitment. As he learns to also sacrifice, obey, and deny himself, he will 

become more like the Savior who exemplifies these things. 
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Salvation is by grace; discipleship is costly. The popularized term "costly grace" 

does not present a paradox, but an absurdity. It is as much a misnomer as "cheap 

grace." 

There is only one kind of grace, and by definition it is absolutely free! The only 

sense in which salvation is costly is in the fact that Jesus Christ paid the supreme 

price, His life, for the sinner’s redemption. Unfortunately, this is not the focus of 

Lordship teaching, which finds cost in the human conditions for salvation. To the 

sinner, salvation is absolutely free. If it were costly to him in any sense, then it 

could no longer be of grace and Christianity would take its place alongside the rest 

of the world’s religions. 

Dr. Charlie Bing, GraceLife Ministries 
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