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Walter Hooper has on several occasions stated 
that C.S. Lewis was the most thoroughly 
converted person he had ever met. If I were 

to put what Hooper was saying into biblical language, 
it would go something like this: “From the time Lewis 
came to faith in Jesus Christ to the day he died, he 
desired, worked, and struggled, sometimes succeed-
ing and sometimes failing, to bring all of his life cap-
tive to Christ.” An evangelical would simply have said 
that Lewis was a model disciple of Christ. I agree with 
both assertions. I also believe Lewis understood the 
nature and purpose of Christian discipleship better 
than most and communicated as clearly as anyone in 
the English speaking world.1

Because my primary aim is to demonstrate the enor-
mous significance of what Lewis has to teach us about 
Christian discipleship, it is important that I make clear 
at the outset that Lewis did in fact struggle all his life 
to embody what he knew to be true of a disciple of 
Christ. Two examples will suffice. The first comes from 
a letter Lewis wrote on June 21, 1950, to his friend and 
former student, George Sayer. Lewis was fifty-one 
years old. Much of his most important and celebrated 
work defending and explicating the faith had been 
published. He was, one might say, mature and well 
established in his faith. But on this day he penned the 
following: “My Dear George, I shall be completely 
alone at the Kilns… from Aug 11 to Aug 19th and am 
like to fall into a whoreson melancholy. Can you come 
and spend all or any of this time with me?”2 Now this 
is a rather amazing and illuminating statement. Sur-
prising in that a somewhat reserved Lewis should 

unburden himself in this way 
to a friend and illuminating in-
asmuch as it demonstrates that 
even at this period in his life, 
he was still wrestling with per-
sonal demons, still struggling to 
keep his way pure. It is also illu-
minating in that it demonstrates 
the depth of his commitment to 
following Christ.

The second example is found in the last sermon 
Lewis preached. He delivered it on January 29, 1956, 
and it was titled “A Slip of the Tongue.” Once again, 
it is worth noting that Lewis is now fifty-seven years 
old; once again we might be tempted to safely assume 
that while he is far from perfect, he surely has all the 
big issues well in hand. “A Slip of the Tongue,” how-
ever, gives us reason to pause. He begins the sermon 
recounting how, during his morning devotions, he 
misread the collect for the fourth Sunday after Trinity. 
Instead of praying “that I might so pass through things 
temporal that I finally lost not the things eternal,” he 
prayed, “so to pass through things eternal that I finally 
lost not the things temporal.”3 Now we might view this 
as quite innocent. Lewis did not. For what it alerted 
him to was that, after all this time, his oldest nemesis 
to discipleship was still alive and well; namely, his de-
sire for limited liabilities, manifested in that persistent 
voice in his head that told him to be “careful, to keep 
his head, not to go too far, not to burn my boats.” Lest 
the sinister nature be missed, he goes on to make per-
fectly clear the meaning of these precautions.
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I come into the presence of God with a great fear lest 
anything should happen to me within that presence which 
will prove too intolerably inconvenient when I have come 
out again into “ordinary” life. I don’t want to be carried 
away into any resolution which I shall afterwards regret. 
For I know I shall be feeling quite different after breakfast; 
I don’t want anything to happen to me at the altar which 
will run up too big a bill to pay then.4 

The root of the matter, said Lewis, was the impulse 
to “guard the things temporal.” Now what makes this 
example so full of significance is that the demon he 
identified and faced off with in this sermon was the 
most pervasive and powerful obstacle to his coming 
to faith in Jesus Christ. Speaking of his pre-Christian 
understanding of the faith in his book Surprised by Joy, 
he stated that “The horror of the Christian universe 
was that it had no door marked Exit.” The Christian 
way, in others words, was made horrifying precisely 
because of its demands. “No word in my vocabulary,” 
he went on to say, “expressed deeper hatred than the 
word Interference. But Christianity placed at the center 
what then seemed to me a transcendental Interferer.” 
What Lewis already knew was that at the center of 
what it meant to be a Christian was the call to com-
plete surrender and obedience to Christ.  But Lewis 
wasn’t finished yet. So great was his aversion to this 
Christian doctrine that he was compelled to further 
describe what becoming a Christian would mean for 
him personally.

If its picture was true then no sort of “treaty with real-
ity” could ever be possible. There was no region even in 
the innermost depth of one’s soul (nay, there least of all) 
which one could surround with a barbed wire fence and 
guard with a notice No Admittance. And that was what I 
wanted; some area, however small, of which I could say to 
all other beings, “This is my business and mine only.”5

It is no surprise that Lewis titled the chapter in 
which he tells of his conversion “Checkmate.” It is also 
no surprise that the epigraph that heads the chapter 
reads, “The one principle of hell is—‘I am my own.’”  
For what becomes clear as he nears the point of be-
lieving is that the intellectual difficulties had all been 
addressed; there were no longer any rational barriers 
to belief. What remained was the barrier of the will. 
One is reminded of G.K. Chesterton’s poignant obser-
vation: “The Christian ideal has not been tried and 
found wanting. It has been found difficult; and left 

untried.”6 Lewis had come face to face with the reality 
of Chesterton’s point. All his attempts to find Christi-
anity “wanting” had failed. He was now left with the 
“horrible” prospect of willingly allowing himself to 
become someone else’s; and that someone else was the 
one who had both the power and the right to hold him 
accountable to complete and absolute submission—the 
Transcendental Interferer.

Now before moving on, I should like to make a few 
observations. First, these examples reinforce both 
Lewis’s understanding of the call to discipleship and 
his commitment to it. Second, they make it quite clear 
that Lewis, like all human beings, was haunted with 
temptations and conscientiously worked at doing what 
he could to avoid them. Over the years he made no-
table progress both in the sanctity of his personal life 
and in his understanding of the faith. Among the most 
recognizable change in his character over time was a 
growing humility and compassion in his daily life. 
Third, they bear witness, particularly in what he says 
in “A Slip of the Tongue,” that he took seriously the 
personal commitments and promises he made before 
God. And last, rather than undermining the truth of 
what he taught, these examples add integrity and a 
large measure of authenticity to what he had to say 
about the nature and cost of being a disciple of Christ. 
In short, he modeled the life of a disciple.

Lewis was helped in his ability to grasp and accept 
this all-encompassing vision of discipleship by what 
he had been exposed to in his reading of the Greek 
and Latin classics—the idea of the absolute right of 
God to expect complete obedience. 

Long since, through the gods of Asgard, and later through 
the Absolute, He [i.e., God] had taught me how a thing 
can be revered not for what it can do to us but for what it 
is in itself. That is why, though it was a terror, it was no 
surprise to learn that God is to be obeyed because of what 
He is in Himself . . . To know God is to know that our 
obedience is due to Him. In his nature His sovereignty de 
jure [by right] is revealed.7

What had previously been viewed as the great ter-
ror and an unwelcome intrusion in his life, he now ac-
cepted as God’s right. The suddenness of this change 
Lewis attributed to the fact that he came to accept the 
right of divine sovereignty before the power of divine 
sovereignty: the right before the might. Looking back, 
he recognized this as a great good because it settled 
for him once and for all where the true good of hu-
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manity lay. Union with God and obedience to his 
commands, he stated, is “bliss and separation from 
it horror.” Ironically, what had once been his deepest 
desire and only comfort—to be his own—was now the 
horror, and what was once the horror had become his 
ultimate comfort. Reflecting on this, he counseled that 
it would be good for us to remind ourselves that “God 
is such that if (per impossible) his power could vanish 
and His other attributes remain, so that the supreme 
right were forever robbed of the supreme might, we 
should still owe Him precisely the same kind and de-
gree of allegiance as we now do.”8 

True Christian discipleship, Lewis would have us 
understand, is first a matter of the heart—the inner 
life: the recognition, acceptance, and surrender to 
God’s absolute authority over all the affairs of one’s 
life in a way that leaves no place to which one may call 
one’s own. But the surrendered heart, Lewis taught, 
must also express itself in active obedience to the 
claims placed upon the believer by the New Covenant. 
The heart and will of a disciple are, in fact, inextricably 
bound together. Lewis’s most poignant commentary 
on these matters, particularly the purpose of disciple-
ship and the demands it presupposes, are found near 
the end of Book 4 of Mere Christianity. 

Here Lewis made unavoidably clear that the ul-
timate purpose or aim of discipleship is to become 
perfectly Christlike. The Bible uses such phrases as 
“putting on Christ,” “becoming a partaker of the di-
vine nature,” and “becoming a son or daughter of 
God,” to flesh out this idea. It is also embodied, Lewis 
pointed out, in the call to “be perfect as your heavenly 
Father is perfect,” a command he took quite literally. 
In fact he stated that it “is the whole of Christianity” 
and that “God became Man for no other purpose. It 
is even doubtful . . . whether the whole universe was 
created for any other purpose.”9 God is not about the 
business of making nice people but rather new men 
and women perfected in the likeness of Christ. Con-
sequently, Lewis went on to say, that the only help we 
can expect from the Lord is help in becoming perfect. 
We may want something less, but the Lord is commit-
ted to nothing less. Lewis was convinced that this was 
the very heart of the gospel and, therefore, was also 
the heart of the call to discipleship. It was the primary 
reason for which the Son of God came and suffered 
and died and rose from the grave. This he made un-
avoidably clear in the chapter “Counting the Cost.”

That is why He warned people to “count the cost” before 
becoming Christians. “Make no mistake,” He says, “if 
you let me, I will make you perfect. The moment you put 
yourself in My hands, that is what you are in for. Nothing 
less, or other, than that. You have the free will, and if you 
choose, you can push Me away. But if you do not push Me 
away, understand that I am going to see this job through. 
Whatever suffering it may cost you in your earthly life, 
whatever inconceivable purification it may cost you after 
death, whatever it costs Me, I will never rest, nor let you 
rest, until you are literally perfect—until my Father can 
say without reservation that He is well pleased with you, 
as He said He was well pleased with me. This I can do and 
will do. But I will not do anything less.”10

That this was the ultimate purpose God had in 
mind for the sending of his Son, Lewis believed, and 
it accordingly obligated every believer to do what he 
or she could to assist others in the way of Christlike-
ness. He had, himself, a well-developed sense and 
awareness that the New Covenant mandate to make 
disciples had a particular claim upon his own life 
and career. I do not believe I need to take time here to 
demonstrate Lewis’s lifetime commitment to helping 
make disciples. One need only look at the enormous 
number of letters he wrote in answer to people’s re-
quests for doctrinal clarification or spiritual direction, 
or the seemingly endless list of articles, essays, and 
books he wrote for the same purpose. What is per-
haps worth observing is that Lewis was keenly aware 
that he had received the best education the British uni-
versity system could offer, that he held an academic 
post at arguably the most significantly placed English 
university of his day, that he was highly skilled in the 
art of argumentation and possessed unusual literary 
gifts, and he was under orders to bring these things 
into the service of Christ and his church, at whatever 
cost to himself.11 

What I hope is now quite evident is that Lewis pos-
sessed a remarkably, perhaps for some alarmingly, 
robust sense of what it means to be a disciple: robust 
in its awareness of its costliness in its temporal aspect 
and gloriously robust in its awareness of its ultimate 
fulfillment in the eternal state. Nowhere did Lewis 
give expression to both these aspects as concisely as in 
the concluding paragraph of Mere Christianity.

But there must be a real giving up of the self… The 
principle runs through all life from top to bottom. Give up 
yourself, and you will find your real self. Lose your life and 
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you will save it. Submit to death, death of your ambitions 
and favorite wishes every day and death of your whole body 
in the end: submit with every fiber of your being, and you 
will find eternal life. Keep back nothing. Nothing that you 
have not given away will ever be really yours. Nothing 
in you that has not died will ever be raised from the dead. 
Look for yourself, and you will find in the long run only 
hatred, loneliness, despair, rage, ruin, and decay. But look 
for Christ and you will find Him, and with Him everything 
else thrown in.
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