TO ASHLYN—
BEING YOUR DAD IS ONE OF THE GREATEST JOYS IN MY LIFE.
I LOVE YOU.
I’M PROUD OF YOU.
I WILL ALWAYS BE THERE FOR YOU.

Part One
Overcoming the Sacred-Secular Divide
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The Compartmentalized Life
Growing up in the church, I loved Jesus, but there was a massive gap between my faith and my everyday life.
I knew my eternity was secure but didn’t know what it meant for today. I knew I was going to heaven but wasn’t sure how to live on earth. I knew what I was saved from but had no idea what I was saved for. I knew I was supposed to pray before meals but didn’t know why. Deep down, I had this sense that God was concerned with spiritual things but didn’t care about my day-to-day life.
Many other Christians have had a similar experience. Maybe you have, too. Perhaps you love Jesus and know how to express it in church, but you wonder how loving him plays out in daily life. You might have questions like,
	Does God care about my work?

	Are hobbies a waste of time?

	Does it matter what I eat?

	Is there any spiritual value in art, science, or politics?

	Will God be disappointed in me if I take a nap instead of praying?

	Is technology distracting us from what is eternally significant?

	Does my body matter as much as my soul?

	What should I do with my sexual desires?

	Is it okay for Christians to experience anxiety or depression?

	Is relying on others a sign of spiritual weakness?


If you’ve struggled with questions like these, you’re not alone. Many Christians have become accustomed to devoting themselves to Jesus and then not knowing how to connect the dots to the most practical areas of life.
The Sacred-Secular Divide
How did we get to a place of believing that Jesus is our everything but not knowing how he applies to hardly anything in our lives? I think it’s largely because many Christians live with a sacred-secular divide.
There are the things that we assume God cares about and are therefore sacred: reading Scripture, praying, going to church, singing worship songs, serving, and so on. And then there are the things we think God doesn’t care about and are therefore secular: work, food, rest, play, exercise, mental health, hobbies, politics, sexuality, relationships, the body, money, and so forth. The sacred-secular divide does not assume that these things are bad; they are just neutral or less important. God doesn’t care about them unless they are used as instruments for explicitly spiritual purposes.
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Side-by-side lists, labeled “Sacred” and “Secular” divided by a single line. On the “Sacred” side (left), 8 words are listed in two columns: Church, Prayer, Discipleship, Meditation, Scripture, Worship, Serving, and Tithing. On the “Secular” side (right), 8 more words are listed in two columns: Food, Work, Rest, Money, Play, Exercise, Hobbies, and Body.
The sacred-secular divide creates a truncated view of Christianity that relegates God to a day of the week (Sunday), a part of our lives (spiritual), or a particular place (church building). It leads not to thriving humanity but to hyperspirituality.
Our lives end up resembling a dresser in a bedroom. A dresser has many different drawers, each providing a compartment for a particular type of clothing. There’s a compartment for pants, another for shirts, and one for socks and underwear. Oftentimes, we compartmentalize our lives: There’s a compartment for finances, another for sexuality, and others for emotions, relationships, and hobbies. Then, of course, there is the “spiritual” compartment. Jesus is supposed to stay there.
I have experienced this tension throughout my Christian life. When I was a kid in school, I didn’t know why my studies mattered to my faith. When I was playing college basketball, I wasn’t sure if God cared about sports. When I got my first job, I wondered if my work mattered for the kingdom. The sacred-secular divide left me with a fragmented faith, divided between compartments that never seemed to fit together.
I’ve seen the same struggle in others. A young woman working in Hollywood wonders whether the art she creates can really matter to God or if she has to tack on a Bible verse for it to count as spiritual. A mom at home changing diapers asks herself whether this endless cycle of wiping and feeding is just mundane work or whether God could actually delight in it. A man running on the treadmill questions whether strengthening his body is a selfish pursuit or something that could actually be offered to God. Whether in a studio, a nursery, or a gym, people often feel as if the most ordinary parts of life fall outside God’s concern.

Devastating Consequences
There are several devastating consequences of the sacred-secular divide. First, it leads to guilt and shame, since Christians cannot possibly spend as much time on the “sacred” as they can on the “secular.” One may think, I must be a terrible Christian if I work eight hours a day but only read my Bible for ten minutes. This mindset inevitably leads to a class system within the church where pastors and missionaries are considered the only serious Christians.
Second, the sacred-secular divide encourages Christians to oppose what God declares good. People with this mentality often become anti-intellectual (even though God calls his people to love him with our minds), anti-science (even though God calls his people to understand his creation), anti-body (even though God makes us body and soul), and anti-environment (even though God’s first command is to care for the earth). The apostle Paul says, “To the pure, all things are pure” (Titus 1:15), but the sacred-secular divide encourages Christians to look down on earthly things as a waste of time at best or the devil’s workshop at worst.
Third, the sacred-secular divide causes many people to make cringeworthy “Christian versions” of secular culture: Christian T-shirts, Christian movies, Christian coffee shops, and Christian music, as if something cannot be glorifying to God unless it explicitly has the name of Jesus on it. Rather than rejoicing in God’s beautiful work of creation, this view only delights in God’s work of redemption.
Worst of all, the sacred-secular divide reduces Jesus to a spiritual life coach rather than the King of creation. Relegated to the spiritual compartment, this Jesus only has power within one jurisdiction. The divide pretends that Jesus is Lord when he is really just a butler in service of our own personal agendas. Saying, “Jesus is Lord of my spiritual life,” is like saying, “I’m fasting in between meals.” It’s meaningless. Either Jesus is Lord over all, or he is not Lord at all.

Where Did It Come From?
The sacred-secular divide is the wrong framework. God did not intend for us to deny the goodness of his creation as if we are more spiritual than Jesus. Why, then, do so many Christians operate within this framework? If it is not from the Bible, where did the sacred-secular divide come from? There are at least three sources.
Greek philosophy. Ancient Greek philosophy has had an enormous impact on our society, and it goes deeper than the names of frats and sororities. Christianity developed in a world dominated by Greek thought. A key part of Greek philosophy (especially a stream called Gnosticism) was dualism, which taught that the spiritual realm is good and the material realm is bad. For Greeks, therefore, their greatest aspiration was to escape the prison of the body for a spiritual, disembodied existence. Sound familiar? Baptize that thinking with biblical language like “the soul” and “heaven,” and you have a sacred-secular divide in which God cares about the spiritual and not the material.
Truncated biblical story. The Bible is essentially a four-chapter story: creation, fall, redemption, and new creation. But many Christians tell the story as if it is only about the fall and redemption. The message becomes reduced to, “You are a sinner, but Jesus is a Savior who will take you to heaven when you die.” While this statement is true, it presents only half the story when it is isolated from the opening act of creation and the closing vision of new creation. Without creation, we miss the goodness of God’s design and the purpose for which he made humanity. Without new creation, we miss the hope of God’s restoration and the promise that his kingdom will come on earth as it is in heaven. We are then left with a thin and disembodied gospel, one that has little to say to the workplace, to art, to politics, or to the most ordinary rhythms of daily life. Though it answers the question of how we are forgiven, it leaves us unsure of what we are to live for. In this truncated story, the gospel becomes merely about escaping earth rather than renewing it, about saving souls for another world but not following Christ in this one.
Misinterpretation of Scripture. The sacred-secular divide is prevalent also because of faulty interpretations of Scripture. Perhaps the most damaging of these interpretations is the way many Christians read Paul’s use of the word flesh. When Paul says, “I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh” (Rom 7:18), many Christians assume this means our soul is good while our body is bad. But when Paul uses the word flesh, he is usually referring not to our physical body but to our sinful nature.1 He is not saying that our bodies are bad; rather, he affirms that our bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 6:19). A similar interpretive mistake is often made with the word worldly, which usually does not refer to the physical earth but to patterns in society that go against the grain of God’s good design. The Bible does not tell us to escape our bodies or the world but to glorify God in both.
How it plays out in daily life. The sacred-secular divide shows up most clearly in how people move through a typical week. On Sunday I go to church, where I read the Bible, pray, sing, and connect with other believers. It feels sacred because I know God cares about that. But on Monday morning as I brew coffee and eat breakfast, I wonder if God really cares about that part of my day, other than the quick prayer before the meal. Then I head into the office and spend eight hours answering emails, sitting in meetings, and working on projects. I can’t help but question if any of it has significance for God’s kingdom. On the bus ride home, I scroll through my phone and feel guilty afterward for not reading my Bible instead. Later that evening, I watch a baseball game on TV. It doesn’t seem wrong, but it also doesn’t feel like something that really matters to God. The week goes by like this, day after day, with most of my time and energy spent on things that don’t seem to carry any spiritual weight.
This is what it feels like to live in the sacred-secular divide. God is central on Sunday but seems distant on Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday. Most of life feels spiritually empty, and the only time we feel close to him is during explicitly “spiritual” activities. And yet this is precisely the lie of the sacred-secular divide: It confines God to Sunday and blinds us to his presence in the very places we spend most of our lives.

Looking for a New Framework
Once again, the sacred-secular divide is simply the wrong framework. It has led many people to a narrow understanding of the gospel and a truncated view of the Christian life, creating an “us versus them” mentality where Christians can’t appreciate anything by non-Christians and don’t know if their daily lives matter to God. We need to demolish the sacred-secular divide and raise in its place a vision for all of life under the dominion of Christ.



[image: ]
2
The All-Encompassing Dominion of Christ
When Christianity spread rapidly through the Roman Empire in the fourth century, many soldiers wrestled with what it meant to follow Christ. They wanted to be baptized, but they also knew that baptism meant total allegiance to Jesus. How could they reconcile entrusting everything to Christ while still holding a sword that was often used for violence? According to tradition, some of these soldiers entered the waters of baptism while keeping one hand raised (the hand that held their sword) above the surface. In effect they were saying, “You can have all of me, Jesus, except this.” They wanted to follow Jesus but could not give him their all.
While it’s easy to think, I would never do that, how often do we hold back areas of our life from Jesus our King? The invitation of discipleship is not to keep a hand above the water but to plunge fully into Christ’s kingdom, holding nothing back.
The Dominion of Christ over All
Jesus did not lay down his life on the cross to merely rule over the spiritual parts of our lives. He is the King of creation and demands nothing less than to reign over every corner of our existence. The sacred-secular divide needs to be replaced with a vision of the kingdom of God—his reign over all of life and one day over all of creation.
As disciples of the king, we are called not to escape the earthly realm for a purely spiritual life but to follow our king in his renewal of all things. The redemptive rule of Jesus is breaking into this corrupted world, and there is no nook or cranny that will remain untouched by his transformative power. The all-encompassing dominion of Christ must extend to our work, play, rest, hobbies, sexuality, finances, and every other aspect of our lives.
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A 4-column list of 16 words, under an arch with the heading “The Dominion of Christ.” The listed words are the same as those in Figure 1.1: Church, Prayer, Discipleship, Meditation, Scripture, Worship, Serving, Tithing, Food, Work, Rest, Money, Play, Exercise, Hobbies, and Body.

An All-Encompassing Love
By calling for total allegiance to himself (Lk 14:33), Jesus is building on the Old Testament vision for whole-life devotion to the Lord. In fact, Jesus says the greatest commandment in the Old Testament is “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might” (Deut 6:5).
Jesus’ greatest commandment is a vision of total devotion to the Lord with our entire being. It is not enough to merely believe in God; our emotions and actions must be engaged. Nor is it enough to simply behave in the way God commands; he wants our hearts. To make the point unmistakable, Deuteronomy 6:5 repeats the word all three times. Every part of our being is meant to be fully devoted to the Lord.
Immediately after Jesus shares the “greatest commandment” in Deuteronomy 6:5, he shows how this all-encompassing love should play out in everyday life: “These words that I command you today shall be on your heart . . . when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise” (Deut 6:6-7). A love for the Lord comes from the whole person throughout one’s whole life. This means that the primary place you live out your faith is not in church but in everyday life. It’s at work, school, home, the coffee shop, and your neighborhood. It’s not just in your soul but also in your emotions, intellect, body, and relationships. And it’s not just for a couple of hours on Sunday but every minute of every day.
While we are called to give all our love to God, we must remember this: “We love because he first loved us” (1 Jn 4:19). Our devotion does not begin with human effort but with divine initiative. God is not a distant deity demanding our affection; rather, he is a loving Father who has already poured out his compassion on us. And how did he love us? He did not give some, he gave all. He did not sacrifice a little, he sacrificed everything. He did not pursue us partially, he pursued us fully. As Paul says, “He who did not spare his own Son but gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?” (Rom 8:32). We often hold back parts of ourselves because we forget how much he has already given for us. When we see the fullness of his love, the only fitting response is to give him the fullness of ours.
Instead of dividing life into sacred and secular compartments, Scripture calls us to a unified life oriented toward God. He is not interested in a sliver of our attention or a corner of our schedule; rather, he invites us into a way of life in which every moment and every sphere is shaped by love for him. The God who loved us first and loved us fully now draws us into a relationship in which nothing is off limits and nothing is untouched by his grace. This is a vision of all-encompassing love.

An All-Encompassing Story
God’s comprehensive vision for the whole person and the whole life resides within a broader story of his plan to renew the whole creation. Since a truncated story has led to the sacred-secular divide, we must embrace the full, four-chapter story of Scripture to give us a comprehensive narrative of Christ’s dominion over all of life and all the world.
Chapter one: A very good creation. In the beginning, God created mountains and oceans, plants and animals, and as the apex of his artistry, he made humanity in his image. Genesis 1:31 (NIV) declares, “God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.” It does not say that some of what he made was good. Nor did God declare that spiritual things were good while material things were neutral. No, God declared that all was very good. He infused the entire world with beauty, meaning, and purpose.
God created a very good world and then called humanity to delight in and develop his creation for his glory. In other words, humanity was not meant to focus on “spiritual things” while ignoring the material. Biting into a juicy strawberry is an opportunity to “taste and see that the Lord is good” (Ps 34:8). Going to the office for a hard day of work is a way to “work . . . and keep” the garden (Gen 2:15). Being creative and making something, whether a garden or a spreadsheet, is a way to “fill the earth and subdue it” (Gen 1:28).
Of course, the spiritual aspect of the world is good too, and there is nothing better on earth than dwelling in the presence of God. The pinnacle of the Eden story is God walking in the garden with Adam and Eve. But the problem is that people have separated the spiritual and material, whereas Scripture presents people as embodied souls who are called to care for an earth that is covered with the fingerprints of God.
Chapter two: A comprehensively broken world. When sin entered the world, it not only fractured humanity’s relationship with God but also shattered the goodness of God’s creation. The divine Artist’s beautiful world was vandalized. When it comes to the fall, two points must be held in tension. First, sin marred all of creation. Nothing on the planet is untouched by the decay and brokenness that flows from humanity’s rebellion: our mind, body, soul, relationships, social structures, international affairs, and the physical earth.
Second, although sin has marred everything, it has not completely erased the image of God in humanity nor the goodness of his creation. The light of God’s creative goodness still shines through the dark curtains of sin and the curse. A comprehensive view of the world allows us to see that all of creation is broken and yet still reflects God’s goodness.
Chapter three: The reconciling power of the gospel. The world was created good but is broken by sin. How does God respond to the sinfulness of humanity? Many Christians seem to think that God simply gave up on the material world and settled instead for saving souls, as if God’s Plan 2.0 was a purely spiritual existence. This perspective creates a narrow gospel that leads to narrow-minded Christians.
Jesus proclaimed the gospel of the kingdom—the good news that God is reclaiming his rule over all of creation and all of life. How does God bring his reign? By sending his Son to live a perfect life, die on the cross for our sins, and rise from the dead as the beginning of the new creation. God’s plan in sending his Son was to “reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of the cross” (Col 1:20). Salvation is not God giving up on the material world and settling for souls. Salvation is the restoration of creation.
The gospel restores not only the whole creation but also the whole person—mind, body, and soul. Through God’s grace in his Son, we are restored as image bearers who reflect God’s goodness in all of life. The gospel makes us fully human and recovers Eden’s vision of dwelling in the presence of God and cultivating the goodness of his creation.
Chapter four: The renewal of all things. The eternal vision of Scripture is not God’s people leaving earth for a disembodied heaven where we sing on clouds all day (again, this image represents a Gnostic spirituality more than a biblical spirituality). According to the Bible, our eternal hope is heaven and earth coming together under the kingship of Jesus. Revelation 21 presents our forever destiny as a garden city, the new Jerusalem, where we will work, eat, play, delight, develop, and do everything to the glory of God.
At the heart of this vision is Jesus enthroned over the world, declaring, “Behold, I am making all things new” (Rev 21:5). Every tear will be wiped away, injustice will be banished, and pain will be no more. We will have resurrection bodies in a renewed creation, part of a new family consisting of every tribe, tongue, people, and nation. It won’t merely be a recovery of Eden, but rather a recovery of Eden’s vision. Humanity will fill the earth, enjoying God’s creation and developing it to his glory.1
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The 4 chapters of the all-encompassing story (Creation, Fall, Redemption, New Creation) are listed in a column with a Bible verse listed next to each; every Bible verse is written out. Next to “Creation,” Genesis 1:31 is written out: “God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.” Next to “Fall,” Romans 3:23 is written out: “All of have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.” Next to “Redemption,” Colossians 1:20 is written out: “to reconcile to himself all things.” Next to “New Creation,” Revelation 21:5 is written out: “Behold, I am making all things new.” In each of these verses, the word “all” is circled.

An All-Encompassing Faith
The image of Roman soldiers holding their sword hand above the water is not just an ancient story; it is a mirror for us today. We too are tempted to keep something above the surface. It may not be a weapon, but it could be a relationship, a career, a dream, a bank account, our sexuality, or even a part of our identity. We want Jesus to be Lord, but only over certain compartments of our lives. Yet we’ve learned that Christ is not Lord over just a portion of life; he is Lord over all of it. He is the King who reigns over every square inch of creation and every corner of our lives. The question is not whether Jesus is Lord but whether we will live as if he is.
What are you tempted to keep above the water? The invitation is to let it go under, to trust the One who gave everything for you, and to discover the freedom and fullness of life that comes when you surrender all.
We must learn to follow Jesus in all of life.
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Discipleship for All of Life
When I was a kid, I wanted to be like my older brother. I would follow him everywhere and hang on every word he said so that I could be just like him. I played the sports he played, wore the shoes he wore, and even did my hair like his. Without realizing it, I was being a disciple. That’s what discipleship is: following someone to learn from them and become like them.
The truth is, we all do this. As adults we may not trail behind our siblings, but we are still disciples. We follow celebrities, influencers, mentors, or public intellectuals. We learn from them through podcasts, books, and social media. As a result, we slowly but surely begin to reflect them. The question, then, is not whether you are a disciple but whose disciple you are.
To be a disciple of Jesus means to follow Jesus, learn from Jesus, and become like Jesus. Discipleship is not an optional part of Christianity; it is the heart of it. The call of Christ is not merely to believe in God and go to church (although those are both important). Jesus says, “Follow me” (Mk 1:17), which is an invitation to be his disciple. Following Jesus means first and foremost that we are with him—knowing him, abiding in him, and joining in his mission. And as we are with Jesus, we learn from him. Jesus says, “Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me” (Mt 11:29). In being with Jesus and learning from him, we become like him over time.
[image: The words “To be a disciple of Jesus means to,” with 3 items listed below it.]
The words “To be a disciple of Jesus means to,” with 3 items listed below it: 1. Follow Jesus, 2. Learn from Jesus, 3. Become like Jesus.
Scripture gives a comprehensive story in which the gospel touches every aspect of life and all of creation. But discipleship is the key to applying the gospel to our lives. While we are transformed through the good news of Jesus Christ, this process does not take place overnight, and it certainly does not happen without intentionality. We must be discipled out of the sacred-secular divide and into a kingdom mindset that views all of life under the renewing rule of Jesus.
Understanding Discipleship
Discipleship is a process. God can change a human heart and make someone a new creation in an instant. But the process of learning to live out of that new identity takes a lifetime. The word disciple, after all, means “learner.” But it’s not just about learning information. How are you faithful to Jesus in your workplace? How do you think about gender in our society today? How do you respond when you experience loss or grief? These are all things we must learn over time.
For many people, discipleship only applies to learning the Bible or “spiritual things” such as prayer, tithing, and spiritual gifts. While learning to pray and read Scripture are at the heart of discipleship, they are not the whole of discipleship.
Discipleship is the process of learning to follow Jesus in all of life. That’s why Jesus talked with his disciples about anxiety, money, work, rest, relationships, use of authority, and many other aspects of daily life. Furthermore, for Jesus, discipleship happened not in a classroom but on long walks, over meals, and in response to pressing questions.
In the New Testament, discipleship happened throughout the week in community. Unfortunately, many people today confuse discipleship with one-on-one mentorship. If the goal is learning to follow Jesus in all of life, then having a mentor is great. But what’s even better is having a community that can help you in a variety of areas in diverse ways. Disciples make disciples, which means that we need a community of believers to learn from as we follow Jesus together. Just as it takes a village to raise a child, it takes a church to make a disciple.
In our church, we have a discipleship pathway built around the calling to follow Jesus, love one another, and serve Los Angeles. We break that down into twelve dynamics of renewal—key areas of discipleship that we must return to again and again.
Follow Jesus.
• Live by Scripture’s story.
• Know God.
• Find your identity in Christ.
• Cultivate formative practices.
Love one another.
• Build healthy relationships.
• Heal from wounds.
• Be known in community.
• Belong to a church.
Serve Los Angeles.
• Witness to Christ.
• Pursue justice.
• Work with God.
• Make culture.
This discipleship pathway offers a framework for learning to follow Jesus in all of life. It covers our interior life, our relationships, and our public witness.

Connecting the Dots to Everyday Life
As we have walked people in our church down this discipleship pathway over the years, there has been remarkable transformation. And yet, we’ve also recognized a need to push discipleship deeper into everyday life. It’s not always obvious how to connect the dots between a heart being renewed by the gospel and a schedule filled with commitments and responsibilities. This process is not just for the people I’m leading in the church; I need this too. It’s so easy for me to bracket out parts of my life from the gospel, and I’ve had to do the slow, sometimes uncomfortable work of letting Jesus into the ordinary, unspectacular corners of my week.
Just think about what you do in a normal day: eat, sleep, work, play, use technology, interact with people, and so on. How do we follow Jesus in these activities? How can we see these aspects of life not as neutral territories but as domains of Christ’s kingdom? Discipleship is how we connect the dots.

From Hyperspiritual to Fully Human
Many Christians think the gospel makes us spiritual people who focus only on spiritual realities. In other words, discipleship is about becoming hyperspiritual. But once again, while acknowledging the importance of the spiritual life, Scripture teaches that God made us as embodied souls and placed us in a good material creation. The spiritual is good, but it must be connected with the material and integrated

Anchored in the Local Church

Opening the Windows of God’s Kingdom
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