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MARKS OF 
DISCIPLESHIP

Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord,” 
will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one 
who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. 

MattheW 7:21

In the New Testament salvation and discipleship are so closely 
related as to be indivisible. Th ey are not identical, but as with 

Siamese twins they are joined by a tie which can be severed only 
at the price of death. Yet they are being severed in evangelical 
circles today. In the working creed of the average Christian salva-
tion is held to be immediate and automatic, while discipleship is 
thought to be something optional that the Christian may delay 
indefi nitely or never accept at all.

It is not uncommon to hear Christian workers urging seekers 
to accept Christ now and leave moral and social questions to be 
decided later. Th e notion is that obedience and discipleship are 
unrelated to salvation. We may be saved by believing a historic fact 
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about Jesus Christ—that He died for our sins and rose again—
and applying this to our personal situation. The whole biblical 
concept of lordship and obedience is completely absent from the 
mind of the seeker. He needs help, and Christ is the very one, even 
the only one, who can furnish it, so he “takes” Him as his personal 
Savior. The idea of His lordship is completely ignored.

The absence of the concept of discipleship from present-day 
Christianity leaves a vacuum that we instinctively try to fill with 
one or another substitute. I name a few.

SUBSTITUTES FOR DISCIPLESHIP 

Pietism. By this I mean an enjoyable feeling of affection for the 
person of our Lord that is valued for itself and is wholly unre-
lated to cross-bearing or the keeping of the commandments of 
Christ. It is entirely possible to feel for Jesus an ardent love that 
is not of the Holy Spirit. Witness the love for the Virgin felt by 
certain devout souls, a love which in the very nature of things 
must be purely subjective. The heart is adept at emotional tricks 
and is entirely capable of falling in love with imaginary objects 
or romantic religious ideas.

In the confused world of romance, young persons are con-
stantly inquiring how they can tell when they are “in love.” They 
are afraid they may mistake some other sensation for true love 
and are seeking some trustworthy criterion by which they can 
judge the quality of their latest emotional fever. Their confusion 
of course arises from the erroneous notion that love is an enjoy-
able inward passion, without intellectual or volitional qualities 
and carrying with it no moral obligations.
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Our Lord gave us a rule by which we can test our love for 
Him: “He that hath my commandments, and keepeth them, he 
it is that loveth me: and he that loveth me shall be loved of my 
Father, and I will love him, and will manifest myself to him. . . . 
If a man love me, he will keep my words. . . . He that loveth me 
not keepeth not my sayings” (John 14:21, 23–24).

These words are too plain to need much interpreting. Proof 
of love for Christ is simply removed altogether from the realm 
of the feelings and placed in the realm of practical obedience. I 
think the rest of the New Testament is in full accord with this.

Another substitute for discipleship is literalism. Our Lord re-
ferred to this when He reproached the Pharisees for their habit 
of tithing mint and anise and cumin while at the same time 
omitting the weightier matters of the Law such as justice, mercy 
and faith. Literalism manifests itself among us in many ways, 
but it can always be identified in that it lives by the letter of the 
Word while ignoring its spirit. It habitually fails to apprehend 
the inward meaning of Christ’s words, and contents itself with 
external compliance with the text. If Christ commands baptism, 
for instance, it finds fulfillment in the act of water baptism, but 
the radical meaning of the act as explained in Romans 6 is com-
pletely overlooked. It reads the Scriptures regularly, contributes 
consistently to religious work, attends church every Sunday and 
otherwise carries on the common duties of a Christian; and for 
this it is to be commended. Its tragic breakdown is its failure to 
comprehend the lordship of Christ, the believer’s discipleship, 
separation from the world and the crucifixion of the natural man.

Literalism attempts to build a holy temple upon the sandy 
foundation of the religious self. It will suffer, sacrifice and labor, 
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but it will not die. It is Adam at his pious best, but it has never 
denied self to take up the cross and follow Christ.

Another substitute for discipleship I would mention (though 
these do not exhaust the list) is zealous religious activity. Work-
ing for Christ has today been accepted as the ultimate test of 
godliness among all but a few evangelical Christians. Christ has 
become a project to be promoted or a cause to be served instead 
of a Lord to be obeyed. Thousands of mistaken persons seek to 
do for Christ whatever their fancy suggests should be done, and 
in whatever way they think best. The what and the how of Chris-
tian service can only originate in the sovereign will of our Lord, 
but the busy beavers among us ignore this fact and think up 
their own schemes. The result is an army of men who run with-
out being sent and speak without being commanded.

To avoid the snare of unauthorized substitution I recommend 
a careful and prayerful study of the lordship of Christ and the 
discipleship of the believer.

MARKS OF DISCIPLESHIP

The Christian Scriptures, particularly the gospel of John, con-
tain two truths that appear to stand opposed to each other. One 
is that whosoever will may come to Christ. The other is that 
before anyone can come there must have been a previous work 
done in his heart by the sovereign operation of God.

The notion that just anybody, at any time, regardless of condi-
tions, can start from religious scratch, without the Spirit’s help, 
and believe savingly on Christ by a sudden decision of the will, is 
wholly contrary to the teachings of the Bible. God’s invitation to 
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men is broad but not unqualified. The word “whosoever” throws 
the door open wide, indeed, but the church in recent years has 
carried the gospel invitation far beyond its proper bounds and 
turned it into something more human and less divine than that 
found in the sacred Scriptures.

What we tend to overlook is that the word “whosoever” never 
stands by itself. Always its meaning is modified by the word “be-
lieve” or “will” or “come.” According to the teachings of Christ 
no man will or can come and believe unless there has been done 
within him a prevenient work of God enabling him so to do.

In the sixth chapter of John our Lord makes some statements 
that gospel Christians seem afraid to talk about. The average one 
of us manages to live with them by the simple trick of ignoring 
them. They are such as these: (1) Only they come to Christ who 
have been given to Him by the Father (John 6:37). (2) No one 
can come of himself; he must first be drawn by the Father (John 
6:44). (3) The ability to come to Christ is a gift of the Father 
(John 6:65). (4) Everyone given to the Son by the Father will 
come to Him (John 6:37).

It is not surprising that upon hearing these words many of our 
Lord’s disciples went back and walked no more with Him. Such 
teaching cannot but be deeply disturbing to the natural mind. It 
takes from sinful men much of the power of self-determination 
upon which they had prided themselves so inordinately. It cuts 
the ground out from under their self-help and throws them back 
upon the sovereign good pleasure of God, and that is precisely 
where they do not want to be. They are willing to be saved by 
grace, but to preserve their self-esteem they must hold that 
the desire to be saved originated with them; this desire is their  
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contribution to the whole thing, their offering of the fruit of the 
ground, and it keeps salvation in their hands where in truth it is 
not and can never be.

Admitting the difficulties this creates for us, and acknowledg-
ing that it runs contrary to the assumptions of popular Christi-
anity, it is yet impossible to deny that there are certain persons 
who, though still unconverted, are nevertheless different from 
the crowd, marked out of God, stricken with an interior wound 
and susceptible to the call of Christ to a degree others are not.

About the teaching as a mere doctrine I am not much con-
cerned, but I am keenly interested in learning how to identify 
such persons. No man is ever the same after God has laid His 
hand upon him. He will have certain marks, and though they are 
not easy to detect perhaps we may cautiously name a few.

One mark is a deep reverence for divine things. A sense of the 
sacred must be present or there can be no receptivity to God 
and truth. This mysterious feeling of awe precedes repentance 
and faith and is nothing else but a gift from heaven. Millions 
go through life unaffected by the presence of God in His world. 
Good they may be and honest, but they are nevertheless men of 
earth, “finished and finite clods,” and proof against every call of 
the Spirit.

Another mark is a great moral sensitivity. Most persons are 
apathetic, insensitive to matters of the heart and the conscience, 
and so are not salvable, at least not in their present condition. 
But when God begins to work in a man to bring him to salvation 
He makes him acutely sensitive to evil. Inward repulsion toward 
the swine pen that rouses the prodigal and starts him back home 
is a gift of God to His chosen.
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Another mark of the Spirit’s working is a mighty moral discon-
tent. In spite of our effort to make sinners think they are unhappy 
the fact is that wherever social and health conditions permit the 
masses of mankind enjoy themselves very much. Sin has its plea-
sures (Heb. 11:25) and the vast majority of human beings have a 
whale of a time living. The conscience is a bit of a pest but most 
persons manage to strike a truce with it quite early in life and are 
not troubled much by it thereafter.

It takes a work of God in a man to sour him on the world and 
to turn him against himself; yet until this has happened to him 
he is psychologically unable to repent and believe. Any degree of 
contentment with the world’s moral standards or his own lack 
of holiness successfully blocks off the flow of faith into the man’s 
heart. Esau’s fatal flaw was moral complacency; Jacob’s only 
virtue was his bitter discontent.

Again before a man can be saved he must feel a consuming 
spiritual hunger. Anyone who lives close to the hearts of men 
knows that there is little spiritual hunger among them. Religion, 
pious talk, yes; but not real hunger. Where a hungry heart is 
found we may be sure that God was there first. “Ye have not 
chosen me, but I have chosen you” (John 15:16).
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