


“I have always felt a little sad at the thought that when Uncle John 
eventually goes, he will take so much with him: the gathered experi-
ence of a life truly well lived, as well as the intellectual capital he has 
banked for the sake of the kingdom of God. How could he ever pos-
sibly distil the essence of this lifetimes’ worth of wisdom, so that we 
may continue to draw inspiration and learn from this great teacher? 
 But he has achieved the seemingly impossible: he has captured the 
essence of what it means, to him, to be a radical disciple, and written 
this for us with a light touch; with a sense that this is the heart, that it 
doesn’t have to be made perplexingly complex, or intimidating in an 
intellectual way; that having understood profoundly, the joy of his 
life’s work is to communicate simply.
 And that simple communication is manifested most clearly and 
effectively in the idea of the radical, and simple, life. I have not read a 
better or more compelling short section on how to live. 
 Here we have a snapshot of what Uncle John believes is the gold; 
and I, for one, will enter the next phase of my own discipleship much 
richer as a result. I believe it’s not only a great achievement to write so 
succinctly, given the sheer breadth and depth of his life’s work—it is 
also a vivid demonstration of the simple tension at the heart of the 
Gospel: that we are challenged to carry the cross daily, and walk the 
narrow path, and yet simultaneously we are promised that the yoke of 
Christ is easy, and the burden is light.
 I’ve always wanted to enter more fully into what Eugene Peterson 
calls ‘the unforced rhythms of grace’ (Matthew 11). This is the book I 
will turn to, repeatedly, for help.”
Brian Draper, associate lecturer in culture at London Institute of Con-
temporary Christianity, and author of Spiritual Intelligence
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“Who better than John Stott, with his life-long commitment to liv-
ing as a follower of Jesus, to issue this timely call to take Jesus’ 
teaching seriously? The world desperately needs to see that there are 
other ways to live, and all too often Christians tend to conform to 
the patterns of society rather than demonstrating the distinctive-
ness that Jesus asks of us. If heeded this call could revitalise the 
witness of the church.”
John Grayston, director of theology, Scripture Union

“For over sixty years John Stott’s penetrating and profoundly biblical 
insights have thrown light on many of the challenging issues that 
have faced the global church. This book brings all those years of ex-
perience, reflection and study to bear on a series of questions that he 
believes we are neglecting. That alone should cause us to listen with 
particular care even if he didn’t tell us that this is to be his final pub-
lished message. Furthermore, these pages give us a rare and personal 
glimpse of the sacrificial discipleship that has marked his life so 
deeply—that is one more reason for us to learn what we can from a 
truly exceptional leader.”
Peter Harris, founder of A Rocha

“A farewell book from one of the giants of our generation. In it John 
Stott outlines eight key aspects of discipleship with piercing clarity. 
Especially moving and profound are his final chapters on dependence 
and death. Don’t miss it.”
Amy Boucher Pye, editor and columnist
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“It’s a beautifully straightforward clarion call to re-establish the truly 
converted life within a contemporary Christian sub-culture diluted 
by the self-centredness of the age. This is John Stott at his thoughtful, 
reflective best. His thinking is succinct, incisive and truly describes 
how authentic followers of Jesus live. Jesus doesn’t simply tweak our 
lives but rebuilds them from the foundations up. We have neglected 
the challenge of that radical, converting work. Here is a book that 
inspires us to embrace deep conversion. Read this and discover what 
a wholehearted follower of Jesus is like.”
Dominic Smart, minister, Gilcomston South Church of Scotland, Aberdeen

“This book is faithfully biblical, deeply engaging, firmly challenging 
and profoundly moving—a characteristically masterful survey of a 
subject we all too easily neglect. I can think of no better teacher on 
this theme than John Stott, whose lifetime of personal commitment 
to radical discipleship shines out from every page.”
David Stone, Team Rector of Newbury
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P R E F A C E

Disciples or Christians?

Let me explain and justify the title of this book, The 
Radical Disciple.

First, why “disciple”?
It comes as a surprise to many people to discover that the 

followers of Jesus Christ are called “Christian” only three 
times in the New Testament.

The most significant occurrence is Luke’s comment that 
it was in Syrian Antioch that Jesus’ disciples were first called 
“Christians” (Acts 11:26). Antioch was known to be an inter-
national community. Consequently its church was an inter-
national community too, and it was appropriate that its 
members were called “Christians” in order to indicate that 
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their ethnic differences were overcome by their common al-
legiance to Christ.

The other two occurrences of the word Christian supply 
evidence that it was beginning to come into common cur-
rency. So when Paul was on trial before king Agrippa and 
challenged him directly, Agrippa cried out to Paul, “Do you 
think that in such a short time you can persuade me to be a 
Christian?” (Acts 26:28).

Then the apostle Peter, whose first letter was written 
against the background of growing persecution, found it 
necessary to distinguish between those who suffered “as a 
criminal” and those who suffered “as a Christian” (1 Peter 
4:16); that is, because they belonged to Christ. Both words 
(Christian and disciple) imply a relationship with Jesus, al-
though perhaps disciple is the stronger of the two because it 
inevitably implies the relationship of pupil to teacher. Dur-
ing his three years of public ministry the Twelve were disci-
ples before they were apostles, and as disciples they were 
under the instruction of their teacher and lord.

one wishes in some ways that the word disciple had con-
tinued into the following centuries, so that Christians were 
self-consciously disciples of Jesus, and took seriously their 
responsibility to be “under discipline.”

My concern in this book is that we who claim to be dis-
ciples of the Lord Jesus will provoke him to say again: “Why 
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do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say?” (Luke 
6:46). For genuine discipleship is wholehearted discipleship, 
and this is where my next word comes in. 

So, second, why “radical”? Since this is the adjective I am 
using to describe our discipleship, it is important to indicate 
the sense in which I am using it.

The English word “radical” is derived from the Latin 
word radix, a root. originally it seems to have been applied 
as a political label to people like the nineteenth-century pol-
itician William Cobbett and their extreme liberal and re-
formist views. But from this it came to be applied generally 
to anybody whose opinions went to the roots and was thor-
oughgoing in their commitment.

We are now ready to put the noun and the adjective to-
gether and to ask our third question, namely, why “radical 
disciple”? The answer is obvious. There are different levels of 
commitment in the Christian community. Jesus himself il-
lustrated this in what happened to the seeds he describes in 
the parable of the sower.1 The difference between the seeds 
lay in the kind of soil which received them. of the seed sown 
on rocky soil Jesus said, “It had no root.”

our common way of avoiding radical discipleship is to 
be selective: choosing those areas in which commitment 
suits us and staying away from those areas in which it will 
be costly. But because Jesus is Lord, we have no right to 
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pick and choose the areas in which we will submit to his 
authority.

Jesus is worthy to receive 
honor and power divine; 
and blessings more than we can give, 
be, Lord, forever thine.2

So my purpose in this book is to consider eight character-
istics of Christian discipleship that are often neglected and 
yet deserve to be taken seriously.
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N o N C o N F o R M I T y

The first characteristic of the radical disciple that I 
bring before you I will call “nonconformity.” Let me ex-
plain why.

The church has a double responsibility in relation to the 
world around us. on the one hand we are to live, serve and 
witness in the world. on the other hand we are to avoid be-
coming contaminated by the world. So we are neither to seek 
to preserve our holiness by escaping from the world nor to 
sacrifice our holiness by conforming to the world.

Escapism and conformism are thus both forbidden to us. 
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This is one of the major themes of the whole Bible, namely 
that God is calling out a people for himself and is summon-
ing us to be different from everybody else. “Be holy,” he says 

repeatedly to his people, “because 
I am holy” (e.g., Leviticus 11:45;  
1 Peter 1:15-16). This founda-
tional theme recurs in all four of 
the main sections of Scripture: 
the Law, the Prophets, the teach-
ing of Jesus and the teaching of 
the apostles. 

First, the law. God said to his 
people through Moses: 

you must not do as they do in Egypt, where you used to 
live, and you must not do as they do in the land of Ca-
naan, where I am bringing you. Do not follow their 
practices. you must obey my laws and be careful to fol-
low my decrees. I am the lord your God. (Leviticus 
18:3-4) 

Similarly, God’s criticism of his people through the 
prophet Ezekiel is that “you have not followed my decrees or 
kept my laws but have conformed to the standards of the na-
tions around you” (Ezekiel 11:12).

It is the same in the New Testament. In the sermon on the 

We are neither to seek to 

preserve our holiness by 

escaping from the world 

nor to sacrifice our 

holiness by conforming 

to the world.
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mount Jesus spoke of the hypocrites and the pagans, and 
added, “Do not be like them” (Matthew 6:8). Finally the 
apostle Paul wrote to the Romans, “Do not conform to the 
pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of 
your mind” (Romans 12:2).

Here then is God’s call to a radical discipleship, to a radi-
cal nonconformity to the surrounding culture. It is a call to 
develop a Christian counterculture, a call to engagement 
without compromise. So what are the contemporary trends 
which threaten to swallow us up, and which we must resist? 
We will consider four. 

THe CHALLenGe of PLurALiSm

Pluralism affirms that every “ism” has its own independent 
validity and an equal right to our respect. It therefore rejects 
Christian claims to finality and uniqueness, and condemns 
as sheer arrogance the attempt to convert anybody (let alone 
everybody) to what it sees as merely our opinions.

How should we respond to the spirit of pluralism? With 
great humility, I hope, and with no hint of personal superior-
ity. But we must continue to affirm the uniqueness and final-
ity of Jesus Christ. For he is unique in his incarnation (the one 
and only God-man), unique in his atonement (only he has 
died for the sins of the world), and unique in his resurrection 
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(only he has conquered death). And since in no other person 
but Jesus of Nazareth did God first become human (in his 
birth), then bear our sins (in his death), and then triumph 
over death (in his resurrection), he is uniquely competent to 
save sinners. Nobody else possesses his qualifications. 

So we may talk about Alexander the Great, Charles the 
Great and Napoleon the Great, but not Jesus the Great. He is 
not the Great—he is the only. There is nobody like him. He 
has no rival and no successor.

THe CHALLenGe of mATeriALiSm

A second widespread secular trend that Christian disciples 
have to resist is that of materialism. Materialism is not simply 
an acceptance of the reality of the material world. If that were 
the case, all Christians would be materialists, since we believe 
that God has created the material world and made its blessings 
available to us. God has also affirmed the material order 
through the incarnation and resurrection of his Son, in the 
water of baptism and the bread and wine of Holy Communion. 
It is no wonder that William Temple described Christianity as 
the most material of all religions. But it is not materialistic.

Materialism—a preoccupation with material things—can 
smother our spiritual life. Jesus told us not to store up treas-
ure on earth and warned us against covetousness. So did  
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the apostle Paul, urging us instead to develop a lifestyle of 
simplicity, generosity and contentment, drawing on his own 
experience of having learned to be content in whatever cir-
cumstances he was (Philippians 4:11).

Paul added that “godliness with contentment is great 
gain” (1 Timothy 6:6), and then went on to explain that “we 
brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out 
of it.” Perhaps he was consciously echoing Job who said: 
“Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked I will 
depart” (Job 1:21). In other words, life on earth is a brief pil-
grimage between two moments of nakedness. So we would 
be wise to travel light. We shall take nothing with us. (I will 
say more about materialism in chapter five.)

THe CHALLenGe of eTHiCAL reLATiviSm

The third contemporary trend which threatens us and to 
which we must not surrender is the insidious spirit of ethical 
relativism. All around us moral standards are slipping. This 
is certainly so in the West. People are confused as to whether 
there are any absolutes left. Relativism has permeated cul-
ture and is seeping into the church.

There is no sphere in which this relativism is more obvi-
ous than in that of sexual ethics and the sexual revolution 
that has taken place since the 1960s. It used to be universally 
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accepted (at least wherever Judeo-Christian ethics were 
taken seriously) that marriage is a monogamous, heterosex-
ual, loving and lifelong union, and the only God-given con-
text for sexual intimacy. But now, even in some churches, 
cohabitation without marriage is widely practiced, dispens-
ing with that commitment which is essential to authenticate 
marriage, while same-sex partnerships are promoted as a le-
gitimate alternative to heterosexual marriage.

over against these trends Jesus Christ calls his disciples 
to obedience and to conform to his standards. It is some-
times claimed that Jesus did not speak about these things. 
But he did. He quoted both Genesis 1:27 (“At the beginning 
the Creator made them male and female”) and Genesis 2:24 
(“A man will leave his father and mother and be united to his 
wife, and the two will become one flesh”) as giving the bibli-
cal definition of marriage. And after quoting these Scrip-
tures Jesus gave them his own personal endorsement, say-
ing, “what God has joined together, let no one separate” 
(Matthew 19:4-6). 

This viewpoint was critically evaluated by the distin-
guished American moral and social philosopher Abraham 
Edel (1908-2007), whose first major book was titled Ethical 
Judgment, and subtitled The Use of Science in Ethics. “Moral-
ity is ultimately arbitrary,” he wrote, and went on with a 
piece of popular doggerel:
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It all depends on where you are,
It all depends on when you are,
It all depends on what you feel.
It all depends on how you feel.
It all depends on how you’re raised
It all depends on what is praised,
What’s right today is wrong tomorrow,
Joy in France, in England sorrow.
It all depends on point of view,
Australia or Timbuctoo,
In Rome do as the Romans do.
If tastes just happen to agree
Then you have morality.
But where there are conflicting trends,
It all depends, it all depends.1

Radical Christian disciples must disagree. To be sure, we are 
not to be completely rigid in our ethical decision-making but 
to seek sensitively to apply biblical principles in each situa-
tion. But fundamental to Christian behavior is the lordship 
of Jesus Christ. “Jesus is Lord” remains the basis of our life.

So the fundamental question before the church is: who is 
Lord? Is the church the lord of Jesus Christ so that it has 
liberty to edit and manipulate, accepting what it likes and 
rejecting what it dislikes? or is Jesus Christ our Teacher and 
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our Lord, so that we believe and obey his teaching?
Jesus still says to us, “Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ 

and do not do what I say?” (Luke 6:46). To confess Jesus as 
Lord but not obey him is to build our lives on a foundation 
of sand. Again, “Whoever has my commands and keeps 
them is the one who loves me,” he said in the upper room 
(John 14:21).

Here then are two cultures and two value systems, two 
standards and two lifestyles. on the one side there is the 
fashion of the world around us; on the other side is the re-
vealed, good and pleasing will of God. Radical disciples have 
little difficulty in making their choice.

THe CHALLenGe of nArCiSSiSm

We come now to a fourth contemporary trend, which is the 
challenge of narcissism. In Greek mythology, Narcissus was 
a handsome young man who caught sight of his reflection in 
a pond, fell in love with his own image, toppled into the wa-
ter and drowned. So “narcissism” is an excessive love for 
oneself, an unbounded admiration of “self.” In the 1970s 
narcissism found expression in the Human Potential move-
ment, which laid emphasis on the need for self-actualization. 
In the 1980s and 1990s the New Age movement jumped on 
the bandwagon of the Human Potential movement. Shirley 
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MacLaine could be called its high priestess and she was in-
fatuated with herself. According to her the good news goes 
like this:

I know that I exist; therefore I am. 
I know the god force exists; therefore it is. 
Since I am a part of that force, I am that I am. 

It sounds like a deliberate parody of God’s revelation of him-
self to Moses: “I am who I am” (Exodus 3:14).

The New Age Movement calls us to look inside ourselves, 
to explore ourselves, for the solution to our problems is 
within. We do not need a savior to come to us from some-
where else; we can be our own savior. Unfortunately, some of 
this teaching has permeated the church, with some Chris-
tians urging that we must not only love God and our neigh-
bor, but we must also love ourselves. But no, this is surely a 
mistake for three reasons. First, Jesus spoke of “the first and 
great commandment” and of “the second,” but did not men-
tion a third. Second, self-love is one of the signs of the last 
days (2 Timothy 3:2). Third, the meaning of agape love is the 
sacrifice of oneself in the service of others. Sacrificing one-
self in the service of oneself is clearly nonsense! 

What then should our attitude be to ourselves?  It is a com-
bination of self-affirmation and self-denial—affirming every-
thing in us that comes to us from our creation and redemp-
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tion, and denying everything that can be traced to the Fall.
It is a great relief to turn away from an unhealthy preoc-

cupation with oneself to the healthy commandments of God 
(united and reinforced by Jesus), to love God with our whole 
being and to love our neighbor as ourself. For God intends 
his church to be a community of love, a worshiping and a 
serving community.

Everybody knows that love is the greatest thing in the 
world, and Christians know why. It is because God is love. 
The thirteenth-century Spanish courtier Raymond Lull (a 
missionary to Muslims in North Africa) wrote that “he who 
loves not, lives not.” For living is loving, and without love the 
human personality disintegrates. That is why everybody is 
looking for the authentic relationships of love.

o

We have considered four major secular trends that 
threaten to engulf the Christian community. In the face of 
these we are all called not to feeble-minded conformity but 
to radical nonconformity. over against the challenge of plu-
ralism, we are to be a community of truth, standing up for 
the uniqueness of Jesus Christ. over against the challenge of 
materialism, we are to be a community of simplicity and pil-
grimage. over against the challenge of relativism, we are to 
be a community of obedience. over against the challenge of 
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narcissism, we are to be a com-
munity of love.

We are not to be like reeds 
shaken by the wind, bowing 
down before gusts of public 
opinion, but as immovable as 
rocks in a mountain stream. We 
are not to be like fish floating 
with the stream (for “only dead 
fish swim with the current,” as Malcolm Muggeridge put it), 
but to swim against the stream, even against the cultural 
mainstream. We are not to be like chameleons, lizards that 
change their color according to their surroundings, but to 
stand out visibly against our surroundings.

What then are Christians to be like if we are not to be like 
reeds, dead fish or chameleons? Is God’s word entirely nega-
tive, simply telling us to avoid being molded into the shape 
of those in the world around us? No. It is positive. We are to 
be like Christ, “conformed to the image of God’s Son” (Ro-
mans 8:29). And that brings us to the next chapter.

We are not to be like reeds 

shaken by the wind, 

bowing down before gusts 

of public opinion, but as 

immovable as rocks in a 

mountain stream.
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