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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
LEGACY OF A
MODERN MARTYR

In  the  pantheon  of
20th-century  Christian
heroes,  few  figures
stand  as  ta l l  or  as
p rovoca t i ve l y  a s
Dietrich  Bonhoeffer.  A
German  theologian,
pastor,  and  resolute
opponent  of  the  Nazi
regime,  Bonhoeffer’s
life  and  death  have
inspired  countless
believers and thinkers.
His  story,  however,
was largely confined to

academic  theological
circles  for  decades.
T h a t  c h a n g e d
dramatically  with  the
publication  of  Eric
Metaxas’s  bestselling
biography, simply titled
Bonhoeffer:  Pastor,
Martyr,  Prophet,  Spy.
This  remarkable  book
r e i n t r o d u c e d
Bonhoeffer  to  a  new
g e n e r a t i o n ,
transforming him from
a  complex  theologian
into  a  widely  known
s y m b o l  o f  m o r a l
courage.  The  phrase
"Bonhoeffer  Eric
Metaxas"  has  since
become a doorway for
m i l l i o n s  i n t o  t h e
profound  questions
Bonhoeffer  grappled
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w i t h :  H o w  d o e s  a
Christian  follow  Christ
in a world gone mad?
When  does  loyalty  to
G o d  d e m a n d
disobedience  to  the
state?  This  art ic le
explores  Bonhoeffer’s
life, the key themes of
his  thought,  and  the
c r u c i a l  r o l e  E r i c
Metaxas  played  in
bringing that legacy to
the forefront of modern
Christian  and  secular
discourse.

WHO WAS
DIETRICH
BONHOEFFER? A
LIFE OF COURAGE
AND CONVICTION

Early
Years and
Theologic

al
Formatio
n
Dietrich  Bonhoeffer
was  born  in  1906  in
Breslau, Germany (now
Wroclaw, Poland) into a
distinguished academic
family. His father was a
prominent psychiatrist,
and his mother was a
teacher. From an early
age,  Bonhoeffer
exhibited extraordinary
intellectual  gifts.  He
c o m p l e t e d  h i s
doctorate  in  theology
at  the  University  of
Berlin  when  he  was
only  21,  a  feat  that
marked him as a rising
s t a r  i n  G e r m a n
Protestant  theology.
His  early  work  was
steeped  in  the  liberal
theology of his day, but
a  t rans fo rmat i ve
experience  during  a
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postdoctoral  year  in
New York (1930–1931)
and his exposure to the
social  gospel  and  the
vibrant faith of African
American  churches  at
Abyssinian  Baptist
Church  in  Har lem
began  to  reshape  his
thinking.  He  returned
to  Germany  with  a
deepened commitment
to  the  church  as  a
concrete community of
d i sc ip lesh ip ,  no t
merely  a  theological
concept.

The
Challenge
of Hitler
and the
Confessin

g Church
When Adolf Hitler came
to  power  in  1933 ,
Bonhoeffer  was  one  of
the  first  to  recognize
the  existential  threat
N a z i s m  p o s e d  t o
Christianity.  He  saw
the "German Christian"
m o v e m e n t — w h i c h
sought  to  align  the
c h u r c h  w i t h  N a z i
ideology, including the
removal  o f  Jewish
converts from pastoral
positions—as  a  denial
o f  t h e  g o s p e l .
Alongside  Karl  Barth
and  others,  Bonhoeffer
h e l p e d  f o r m  t h e
Confessing Church, a
m o v e m e n t  o f
Protestant  believers
who refused to submit
to  the  state’s  control
over  the  church.  His
famous  essay  "The
Church and the Jewish
Question"  from  1933
argued that the church
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had the duty not only
t o  " b a n d a g e  t h e
v ic t ims  under  the
wheel" but also to "put
a spoke in the wheel"
of an unjust state. This
radical stance put him
at odds with both the
Nazi regime and many
c a u t i o u s  c h u r c h
leaders.

From
Pacifism
to
Conspirac
y
Initially,  Bonhoeffer
held  strong  pacifist
convictions.  But  the
escalating  brutality  of
t h e  N a z i  s t a t e ,
including  Kristallnacht
i n  1 9 3 8  a n d  t h e
systematic  murder  of
the  disabled,  forced

him to  reconsider.  He
came to believe that in
this extreme situation,
silence  and  passive
r e s i s t a n c e  w e r e
complicity. Through his
family connections (his
brother-in-law  was
involved  in  military
i n t e l l i g e n c e ) ,
Bonhoeffer  joined  the
Abwehr,  the  German
military  intelligence
agency.  This  allowed
him  to  travel  abroad
and  act  as  a  double
agent, secretly working
with  the  resistance
w h i l e  o u t w a r d l y
serving  the  Nazi  war
effort.  He  became
directly involved in the
c o n s p i r a c y  t o
assassinate  Hitler,  a
dec i s ion  that  has
sparked critical debate
among theologians and
historians  ever  since.
Was  it  ethical  for  a
Christian pastor to plot
murder?  Bonhoeffer’s
own  wr i t ings  f rom
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pr ison  suggest  he
accepted personal guilt
f o r  h i s  a c t i o n s ,
believing that following
Chr is t  somet imes
meant  entering into  a
"fellowship of guilt" for
the  sake  of  a  greater
good.

THE BOOK THAT
CHANGED
EVERYTHING: ERIC
METAXAS AND THE
BONHOEFFER
REVIVAL

Why a
New
Biograph
y Was
Needed
Before  Eric  Metaxas,
Bonhoeffer  was  known
pr imar i ly  through

academic  biographies
and  his  own  writings.
Books  like  Eberhard
Bethge’s  definitive
b i o g r a p h y  w e r e
essential  but  dense.
The  average  reader,
part icular ly  in  the
evangelical  world,
knew  Bonhoeffer’s
name but  little  of  his
story. Metaxas, a Yale-
educated  author  and
radio  host,  saw  an
opportunity  to  tel l
Bonhoeffer’s story as a
dramatic,  accessible
narrative—one  that
could speak directly to
contemporary  political
a n d  s p i r i t u a l
challenges.  Published
in  2010,  Bonhoeffer:
P a s t o r ,  M a r t y r ,
Prophet,  Spy  became
a n  i n s t a n t
phenomenon, spending
months  on  the  New
York  Times  bestseller
list  and  introducing
"Bonhoeffer  Eric
Metaxas"  as  a  search
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t e r m  t h a t  w o u l d
become  synonymous
with a fresh look at an
old hero.

Key
Themes
of
Metaxas’
s
Biograph
y
Metaxas  presents
Bonhoeffer  as  a
modern prophet and a
spy—a  man  of  deep
faith  who  was  also  a
pragmatic  player  in  a
dangerous  game  of
espionage.  The  book
emphasizes  several
points:

Costly Grace
vs. Cheap
Grace: Metaxas
highlights
Bonhoeffer’s
famous
distinction from
The Cost of
Discipleship.
Cheap grace is
grace without
repentance,
discipleship
without the
cross. Costly
grace is the
treasure hidden
in the field that a
man gladly sells
everything to
obtain. This
message
resonated
powerfully with
readers in an age
of consumer
Christianity.
The Primacy of
Christ: Metaxas
shows how
Bonhoeffer’s
ethics were not a
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set of abstract
rules but a
concrete
obedience to
Jesus Christ. For
Bonhoeffer, the
command
"Follow me" was
the foundation of
all ethics.
The Church as
the Presence of
Christ:
Bonhoeffer’s
ecclesiology was
radical. He
believed the
church was not
an institution but
the real presence
of Christ in the
world. When the
state becomes
demonic, the
church must
speak and act.
The Conspiracy
and
Martyrdom:
Metaxas does
not shy away
from the

troubling aspects
of Bonhoeffer’s
participation in
the assassination
plot. He frames it
as a tragic
necessity for a
man who loved
his country but
hated what it had
become.
Bonhoeffer was
executed by
personal order of
Hitler in April
1945, just weeks
before the war
ended.

Controver
sies and
Criticisms
No  work  of  popular
history  is  without  its
critics,  and  Metaxas’s
b o o k  h a s  b e e n
challenged  by  some
academic  historians.
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T h e y  a r g u e  t h a t
Metaxas  sometimes
oversimplifies
Bonhoeffer’s
theological  evolution,
paints  the  German
church  struggle  in
overly stark black-and-
wh i t e  t e rms ,  and
u n d e r s t a t e s
Bonhoeffer’s  own
theological doubts and
complexities.  Some
critics  also  suggest
that  Metaxas  shapes
Bonhoeffer  to  fit  a
c o n s e r v a t i v e
evangelical  political
mold, particularly in his
l a t e r  p u b l i c
commentary. However,
e v e n  d e t r a c t o r s
acknowledge  that
Metaxas  accomplished
what  few  had  before:
he  made  Bonhoeffer
a c c e s s i b l e  a n d
compelling  to  a  mass
audience.  The  debate
itself is a testament to
t h e  b i o g r a p h y ’ s
impact.  For  better  or

worse, "Bonhoeffer Eric
Metaxas"  has  become
the lens through which
many  first  encounter
Dietrich  Bonhoeffer.

CORE THEMES OF
BONHOEFFER’S
THEOLOGY AND
ETHICS

Disciples
hip and
the
Sermon
on the
Mount
Bonhoeffer’s  most
famous book, The Cost
of  Discipleship,  is  a
meditat ion  on  the
Sermon on the Mount.
He  argued  that  Jesus’
teachings  were  not
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idealistic  principles  to
b e  a d m i r e d  b u t
concrete commands to
be obeyed. This meant
a  radical  obedience
that could lead to the
cross.  For  Bonhoeffer,
faith without obedience
was  not  faith  at  all.
Th i s  emphas i s  on
c o n c r e t e  a c t i o n
a p p e a l e d  t o  a
generation  that  was
t i r e d  o f  a b s t r a c t
theology.

Religionle
ss
Christiani
ty and
the
Worldline

ss of
Faith
From  his  prison  cell,
Bonhoeffer  wrote
le t te rs  tha t  l a te r
became  Letters  and
Papers from Prison.  In
these  fragments,  he
speculated  about  a
" r e l i g i o n l e s s
Christianity"—a  faith
s t r i p p e d  o f
m e t a p h y s i c a l
scaffolding  and
religious trappings. He
saw the world coming
o f  age ,  no  l onge r
need ing  God  as  a
" s t o p g a p "  f o r
unanswered questions.
Instead,  Christians
were called to be fully
present  in  the  world,
s h a r i n g  i n  G o d ’ s
suffering  through
solidarity  with  others.
This  "worldliness"  was
not a secularism but a
deepened engagement
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with  the  real  world.
Metaxas  uses  these
l e t t e r s  t o  p a i n t
Bonhoeffer  as  a  man
who  faced  death  with
serene  courage,  still
wrestling with profound
theological questions.

Ethics as
Formatio
n
Bonhoeffer’s unfinished
Ethics  argues  that
Christian ethics are not
a b o u t  c h o o s i n g
between good and evil
in  the  abstract,  but
about the formation of
the  whole  person  in
Christ.  The  Christian
l i fe  is  a  process  of
being  conformed  to
Christ,  which  enables
one to discern the will
of God in specific, often
ambiguous,  situations.
T h i s  " f o r m a t i o n "

approach  resonates
with  contemporary
readers  who  seek
practical wisdom rather
t h a n  m o r a l i s t i c
rulebooks.

THE IMPACT OF
THE BONHOEFFER
ERIC METAXAS
PHENOMENON

On
Evangelic
al
Christiani
ty
Perhaps  the  greatest
impact of the Metaxas
biography  has  been
w i t h i n  A m e r i c a n
e v a n g e l i c a l i s m .
Bonhoeffer,  who  was  a
theo log ian  o f  the
Lutheran  Confessing



Bonhoeffer Eric Metaxas 11

11

Church, has become a
kind of patron saint for
evangelicals  engaged
in  culture  wars.  His
example  of  standing
firm  against  a
totalitarian  state  is
often  invoked  as  a
model  for  resisting
perceived  threats  to
religious  freedom  in
the  West.  While  this
a p p l i c a t i o n  i s
contested  by  some
who  note  the  vast
differences  between
Nazi  Germany  and
modern democracies, it
h a s  u n d e n i a b l y
s p a r k e d  s e r i o u s
conversation about the
role  of  the  church  in
public life.

On
Secular

and
Mainstrea
m
Audience
s
Metaxas’s  book  also
found  readers  well
beyond church circles.
Bonhoeffer’s story—the
b r i l l i a n t  y o u n g
theologian  who  gave
up  a  safe  academic
career  in  the  United
States  to  return  to  a
dying  Germany,  who
chose  conspiracy  over
complicity,  and  who
faced the gallows with
quiet  courage—is  a
gripping human drama.
It  appeals  to  anyone
interested  in  moral
courage,  resistance  to
t y r a n n y ,  a n d  t h e
intersection  of  faith



12

12 Bonhoeffer Eric Metaxas 2024-05-29

and  po l i t i c s .  The
phrase  "Bonhoeffer
Er ic  Metaxas"  has
entered the lexicon of
popular  h istor ical
narrative,  alongside
figures  like  Martin
Luther  King  Jr.  and
Corrie  ten  Boom.

The
Ongoing
Relevanc
e
In  an  age  of  political
polar izat ion,  fake
news, and the erosion
of  democratic  norms,
Bonhoeffer’s  prophetic
voice remains urgently
relevant. His critique of
" c h e a p  g r a c e "
c h a l l e n g e s  a
Chr i s t i an i t y  tha t
demands  no  sacrifice.
His  insistence  on  the
concrete  obedience  of

d isc ip lesh ip  ca l l s
believers to take risks
for their faith. And his
will ingness  to  bear
guilt  for  the  sake  of
protecting the innocent
forces  us  to  confront
t h e  l i m i t s  o f
conventional  ethics.
Eric  Metaxas  helped
bring  that  voice  into
the present, not merely
as a historical curiosity
b u t  a s  a  l i v i n g
challenge.

CONCLUSION: WHY
BONHOEFFER
MATTERS STILL

The  story  of  Dietrich
Bonhoeffer,  as  told  by
Eric  Metaxas,  is  more
than a biography—it is
a summons. In his life
and  death,  Bonhoeffer
exemplifies  what  it
means  to  take  faith
seriously enough to let
i t  d e t e r m i n e
everything, even one’s
own  surv iva l .  The
phrase  "Bonhoeffer
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Er ic  Metaxas"  has
come  to  represent  a
br idge  between  a
complex  historical
figure  and  a
c o n t e m p o r a r y
audience  hungry  for
h e r o i s m  a n d
authenticity.  Whether
one agrees with every
nuance  of  Metaxas’s
interpretation,  the
result  is  undeniable:
millions of people now
w r e s t l e  w i t h  t h e
questions  Bonhoeffer

asked,  and  they  find
themselves challenged
to live less cheaply, to
follow  more  radically,
and  to  stand  against
the powers of the age.
In  an  era  that  often
seems to have lost its
m o r a l  c o m p a s s ,
Bonhoeffer’s
witness—filtered
through the pages of a
well-told  story—points
toward  a  truth  worth
dying for, and a grace
that costs everything.


