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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

 

Based on Matthew 7:13–14 (NASB) 

"Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is broad that leads to 
destruction, and there are many who enter through it. For the gate is small and the way is 

narrow that leads to life, and there are few who find it." — Matthew 7:13–14 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

INTRODUCTION 

“I Don’t Know How I Got Here” 

—  •  — 

“For this reason we must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, so that we do 
not drift away from it.”  — Hebrews 2:1 (NASB) 

 

You didn’t plan to end up here. 

That’s the thing nobody tells you about the broad road — nobody really chooses it. Not all 
at once. Not in a single dramatic moment of rebellion where you look at God, look at the 
narrow path, and deliberately step off it. That’s not how it usually happens. That’s not how it 
happened for you. 

It was quieter than that. Slower. More like the tide going out than a ship running aground. 
One morning you woke up — or maybe it was a Sunday you almost didn’t go to church, or a 
conversation that felt hollow, or a prayer that felt like you were talking to the ceiling — and 
somewhere in that ordinary moment, something in you whispered: “How did I get here?” 

You remember what it used to feel like. The Word that was alive in your hands. The prayers 
that felt like they were going somewhere. The worship that wrecked you in the best possible 
way. The sense that you were walking — really walking — with Someone who knew your 
name and loved you fiercely. You remember when the things of God felt close and the 
things of the world felt distant. Now it’s reversed. And you don’t entirely know when the 
swap happened. 

That’s what this book is about. 

—  •  — 

This Book Is Not About Condemnation 

Before you go any further, I need to tell you what this book is not. 

It is not a book written by someone who has never wandered, looking down from the 
narrow road with a clipboard and a list of your failures. It is not a theological lecture 
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dressed in pastoral clothing. It is not another volume of “Christian self-help” that gives you 
five steps to spiritual improvement and sends you off feeling guilty for not trying harder. 

This book is written for the ragamuffins — Brennan Manning’s word, and the best one I 
know for us. The ones who started out with a genuine fire for God and found, to their 
bewilderment, that the fire burned lower and lower without their permission. The ones who 
are not quite sure they belong on the narrow road anymore but have not entirely given up on 
the God who put them there. 

“The Christian life is not a constant high. I have my moments of deep discouragement. I 
have to go to God in prayer with tears in my eyes, and say, ‘O God, forgive me,’ or ‘Help me.’” 
 — Billy Graham 

If Billy Graham — the man who preached to more human beings than perhaps any other in 
history — had moments of crawling to God with tears, then your discouragement does not 
disqualify you. It makes you human. It makes you honest. And in the kingdom of God, 
honesty is always the beginning of something better. 

Grace is the foundation of every page you are about to read. Not cheap grace — Bonhoeffer 
was right that cheap grace is the enemy of the Church, a way of bestowing forgiveness on 
ourselves without ever requiring us to change direction. But the costly, blood-bought, 
running-Father grace of the gospel. The grace that doesn’t wait for you to clean up. The 
grace that sees you while you are still a long way off and starts moving toward you before 
you take your first step home. 

That grace is what this book stands on. 

—  •  — 

The Shocking Realization 

There is a moment — and if you’re reading this, you may have already had it — when a 
believer who has drifted suddenly sees clearly where they are. 

It doesn’t always come dramatically. Sometimes it arrives in the middle of a church service 
you almost didn’t attend, when a lyric or a scripture lands differently than it should on 
someone who is “fine.” Sometimes it comes in the quiet of 2 a.m. when the noise of the 
broad road finally goes silent and something that sounds like the voice you used to know 
begins to speak again. Sometimes it comes through a conversation with a friend who knew 
you when, who looks at you with something between love and sadness and says words you 
can’t unhear. 
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However it arrives, the realization is the same: “I am not where I was. I am not who I was. 
Something has gone wrong, and I don’t fully understand how.” 

“The saddest thing is not that a man fails, but that he fails and does not know it until it is too 
late.” 
 — A.W. Tozer, The Pursuit of God 

Tozer’s words cut deep because they are true. The most dangerous condition for the drifting 
believer is not drift itself — it is drift without awareness. The man who has wandered and 
knows it is already in a better position than the man who has wandered and is certain he 
hasn’t. The moment of realization — however painful — is not a moment of condemnation. 
It is a moment of grace. It is the first crack of light through a door that God has never 
stopped holding open. 

If you are having that moment right now, that awareness that something is off, that the road 
beneath your feet does not feel like the road you were meant to be on — do not run from it. 
That discomfort is not your enemy. It is the voice of the Good Shepherd, and He is not 
shouting at you. He is calling to you. There is a world of difference. 

—  •  — 

Drift Is Rarely a Decision 

One of the most important things this book will establish is this: the broad road is almost 
never chosen. It is drifted onto. 

The writer of Hebrews understood this. The warning in Hebrews 2:1 is not aimed at 
apostates — people who have formally renounced the faith in a blaze of theological 
defiance. It is aimed at ordinary believers who are simply not paying close enough 
attention. The word translated “drift” in that verse is the Greek word παραρρυώ 
(pararrhyeo) — a nautical term for a ship that slips its moorings. Not a dramatic act of 
navigation. Just a quiet, gradual movement away from where it was anchored, because no 
one was watching closely enough. 

That is the experience of most of the believers this book is written for. They did not stand at 
the crossroads of the narrow and broad roads and make a calculated choice for the wrong 
one. They were on the narrow road, living their lives — working, raising families, navigating 
marriages and careers and losses and joys — and somewhere in the ordinary momentum 
of life, the anchor slipped. The disciplines faded. The wounds accumulated. The world 
offered something that felt like relief. The church disappointed. Success distracted. Sin hid 
in the shadows and pulled. 

And one day they looked up and the harbor was gone. 



10 
 

“Backsliding begins when knee-bending stops.” 
 — C.H. Spurgeon 

Spurgeon’s diagnosis is terse but devastating. Drift almost always begins in the prayer 
closet — or rather, in its abandonment. When we stop talking to God, we stop hearing from 
God. When we stop hearing from God, the world’s voice gets louder. When the world’s 
voice gets louder, our sense of direction begins to blur. By the time we notice we are on the 
wrong road, we have been walking it for a long time. 

This book is going to trace six primary ways that sincere believers end up on the broad road. 
Some of them will feel painfully familiar. Some may surprise you. All of them are addressed 
not to condemn, but to diagnose — because you cannot find your way back from a place 
you have not yet named. 

—  •  — 

You Are Not the First 

Scripture is full of the people this book is written for. 

David — the man after God’s own heart, the shepherd who became a king, the author of 
psalms that have comforted the broken for three thousand years — found himself so far 
from the narrow road that he committed adultery and murder and spent a year in silence 
before he could even begin to name what he had done. His road back began not with a 
religious program but with a prophet who loved him enough to tell him the truth, and a God 
who refused to let him stay lost. 

Peter — the man who walked on water, who declared “You are the Christ, the Son of the 
living God,” who swore he would never deny his Lord — denied Him three times before the 
rooster crowed twice. And Jesus, knowing Peter would do it, still called him to lead. The 
restoration scene on the beach in John 21 is one of the most tender passages in all of 
Scripture, and it was written for people exactly like you — people who thought they would 
never be the one who walked away, and then were. 

The church at Ephesus — doctrinally sound, hard-working, patient under suffering — 
received one of the most sobering words in the New Testament: 

“But I have this against you, that you have left your first love. Therefore remember from 
where you have fallen, and repent and do the deeds you did at first.”  — Revelation 2:4–5 
(NASB) 

They hadn’t abandoned the faith. They were still showing up. They were still doing the 
things. But the love had leaked out of it, quietly, over time. And Jesus noticed. And Jesus 
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cared. And Jesus called them back — not to try harder, not to perform better, but to 
remember, and to return. 

That is the same call this book is built on. 

—  •  — 

What This Book Will Do 

This introduction begins a journey through six primary realities that this book is designed to 
address. 

We will start, in Part One, by going back to the text — to Matthew 7:13–14 and the Sermon 
on the Mount — to understand what the narrow road and the broad road actually are. You 
cannot understand how you left a road without first understanding what it looks like. We 
will also spend time in the geography of the heart, because all departure from the narrow 
road begins internally before it manifests externally. Augustine was right: sin is not first a 
moral failure. It is a love failure. And you cannot address what you have done until you 
understand what you have loved. 

In Part Two, we will trace the six roads that lead believers off the narrow path: neglect, pain 
and offense, cultural assimilation, rationalization, hidden sin, and the seductive drift of 
prosperity. Each chapter is built to help the reader recognize their own story — not to 
produce shame, but to produce the clarity that makes genuine return possible. 

In Part Three, we will look honestly at what drift costs — what you lose in the present when 
you are on the broad road, and what Scripture says about its ultimate destination. This is 
not a chapter designed to terrorize. It is designed to wake up. A.W. Tozer once said that the 
man who does not know he is in danger cannot be saved from it. Part Three exists to make 
the danger clear enough that the invitation of Part Four becomes irresistible. 

And Part Four is the heart of the entire book: the God who pursues, the narrow gate of 
repentance, and the practical pathway home. It is the running Father, the shepherd with the 
one lost sheep, the Jesus who meets Peter on a beach with breakfast already cooking and 
three questions that restore instead of condemn. 

There are also appendices — a self-assessment tool, a small group guide, a reading list, 
and a glossary — because some people will need to work through this material in 
community, and community is exactly where the narrow road is best walked. 
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—  •  — 

 

A Word Before You Begin 

If you picked up this book because you recognize yourself in its premise — if you are the 
believer who has drifted, who is somewhere on the broad road wondering how you got 
there and whether you can get back — I want to say something to you directly before we go 
any further. 

You are not beyond reach. 

I don’t care how far you have walked on the broad road. I don’t care what you have done 
there, what you have let happen, what you have told yourself to justify staying. I don’t care if 
you haven’t prayed in years or opened a Bible in months. I don’t care if you are carrying 
shame so heavy it has redefined how you see yourself. None of that changes the 
fundamental reality of who God is and what He does with wandering people. 

He runs. 

Not walks. Not waits at the gate with arms folded. Runs. With the kind of urgency and joy 
and reckless dignity-abandoning love that belongs to a father who sees his child coming 
home from a long way off and cannot wait one more moment to close the distance. 

“You don’t have to clean up to come home. The Father is already running.” 
 — Brennan Manning, The Ragamuffin Gospel 

Manning wrote those words for people like you. He wrote them because he was one of you 
— a man who knew the narrow road and found himself far from it, who discovered that the 
grace of God is not a concept to be admired from a distance but a Person who pursues you 
even when you have stopped pursuing Him. 

The narrow road is still there. The gate is still open. And the God who first called you to it 
has not stopped calling. 

Turn the page. Let’s begin the journey home. 

—  •  — 

“Thus says the LORD, ‘Stand by the ways and see and ask for the ancient paths, where the 
good way is, and walk in it; and you will find rest for your souls.’”  — Jeremiah 6:16 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

PART ONE  —  Understanding the Two Roads 

Chapter One 

Two Gates, Two Roads, Two Destinations 

—  •  — 

“Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is broad that leads to 
destruction, and there are many who enter through it. For the gate is small and the way is 
narrow that leads to life, and there are few who find it.”  — Matthew 7:13–14 (NASB) 

 

Before you can understand how you got off the narrow road, you have to understand what 
the narrow road actually is. 

That might sound obvious. But one of the strange ironies of drift is that many believers who 
have wandered from the narrow road carry a picture of it that is fundamentally distorted. 
They remember it as a road of rules — of pressure and performance, of exhausting effort to 
be good enough. Or they remember it as a road of emotion — of spiritual highs and worship 
experiences and feelings of closeness with God that seem to belong to a younger, more 
naive version of themselves. And because the picture is distorted, the longing for return is 
muddied. You can’t find your way back to a place you’ve misremembered. 

So we begin at the beginning. We go back to the text. We sit with Jesus at the conclusion of 
the most important sermon He ever preached, and we let Him tell us — in His own words, 
on His own terms — what these two roads are, where they go, and why it matters more than 
almost anything else in the world. 

—  •  — 

1.1  The Sermon on the Mount Context 

Matthew 7:13–14 does not arrive in a vacuum. 

Jesus has been teaching for three chapters. The Sermon on the Mount — the longest 
continuous teaching of Jesus recorded in any of the Gospels — begins with the Beatitudes, 
those stunning reversals of the world’s value system that declare the poor in spirit, the 
mournful, the meek, the hungry, and the persecuted to be the ones who are truly blessed. It 
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moves through teachings on anger and lust and divorce and oaths and retaliation and love 
for enemies. It covers the disciplines of prayer, fasting, and giving, warning against 
performing them for the applause of people rather than the attention of God. It addresses 
anxiety and material treasure and the danger of trying to serve two masters at once. It 
warns against judging others while ignoring the plank in your own eye. It promises that the 
Father gives good gifts to those who ask. 

And then it ends here. With two gates. Two roads. Two crowds. Two destinations. 

This is not an afterthought. This is a conclusion. Everything that came before — the 
Beatitudes, the Lord’s Prayer, the teachings on the heart, the warnings about religious 
performance — all of it leads to this moment. Jesus has been describing what life in the 
Kingdom of God looks like, how it is lived, what it costs, and what it produces. And now He 
draws the picture down to its sharpest, most unavoidable point: there are two roads, and 
only one of them leads to life. 

“The Sermon on the Mount is not a new law to replace the old one. It is a portrait of what a 
human life looks like when the Kingdom of God has taken root in the heart.” 
  — Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy 

Willard’s framing is essential. The Sermon on the Mount is not a list of requirements that 
Jesus uses to raise the bar of moral performance beyond what anyone can reach. It is a 
description — a portrait — of the kind of person the narrow road produces. And Matthew 
7:13–14 is the gateway to that life. Or more precisely, it is the warning that the gateway is 
small, the road is hard, and the crowd on the other path is large and moving confidently in 
the wrong direction. 

Let’s look at the words themselves. 

The Greek text offers us two pairs of contrasting terms: 

στενή  (stene)  —  narrow, constricted, tight — requiring intentional effort to enter 

πλατεῖα  (plateia)  —  broad, wide, spacious — accommodating, requiring nothing 

ζωή  (zoe)  —  life — the word used throughout John’s Gospel for eternal, divine life 

ἀπώλεια  (apoleia)  —  destruction, ruin, perdition — not annihilation but irreversible loss 

 

The contrast is stark and deliberate. The narrow gate is στενή — the same root word used to 
describe a place of pressing, of difficulty, of being hemmed in. You do not wander through a 
στενή gate by accident. You have to choose it. You have to turn sideways if necessary and 
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press through. The broad gate, by contrast, is πλατεῖα — the same word used elsewhere for 
a wide street or an open plaza. You don’t have to choose it. You simply have to stop 
choosing the narrow one. The crowd will carry you through. 

And that, more than almost anything else in this chapter, is what you need to hear: the 
broad road requires no decision. It only requires the absence of one. You do not have to 
choose the broad road. You only have to stop choosing the narrow one. 

That is how drift works. That is why this book exists. 

—  •  — 

1.2  What the Narrow Road Actually Looks Like 

Jesus does not leave the nature of the narrow road to our imagination. He describes it in the 
verse immediately preceding our text, and in Matthew 16:24 — one of the most direct 
statements He ever made about what following Him actually means: 

“If anyone wishes to come after Me, he must deny himself, and take up his cross and follow 
Me.”  — Matthew 16:24 (NASB) 

Three commands. A lifetime of implications. 

The first command is to deny yourself. The Greek word here is ἀπαρνέομαι (aparneomai) — 
the same word used of Peter’s denial of Jesus in the courtyard. Just as Peter said “I do not 
know the man,” self-denial says to the self: “I do not follow you. I do not take my cues from 
you. Your appetites and preferences and comfort do not set the direction of my life.” This is 
not self-hatred or self-destruction. It is a reorientation of authority. It is the decision that 
Christ, not the self, sits on the throne of this one life. 

The second command is to take up your cross. In first-century Judea, this image was not 
yet a piece of jewelry or a decorative element in church architecture. A man carrying a 
cross was a man walking toward his own execution. The cross meant one thing: the end of 
one kind of life and the beginning of another. To take up your cross is to accept that the 
narrow road costs something. That it costs the self what the self most wants to preserve: 
its own authority, its own comfort, its own way. The cross is not a burden you carry 
reluctantly. It is a death you accept willingly because the life on the other side of it is the 
only life worth having. 

And the third command is to follow Me. Not follow a religion. Not follow a system of ethics. 
Not follow a set of spiritual practices, however good those practices are. Follow a Person. 
The narrow road is, at its most fundamental level, a relationship — the daily, living, 
responsive following of Jesus Christ. Wherever He leads. At whatever cost. In whatever 
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season. It is not a treadmill of performance. It is a path walked with Someone who knows 
your name, carries your burdens, and has already gone ahead to prepare the way. 

“Christianity is not a religion or a philosophy, but a relationship and a lifestyle. The core of 
that lifestyle is thinking of others, as Jesus did, instead of ourselves.” 
  — Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Life 

The narrow road, properly understood, is not primarily about what you give up. It is about 
Who you follow. Self-denial and cross-bearing are not the point; they are the posture. The 
point is Jesus. The narrow road is narrow not because God is stingy with His grace but 
because the road goes where Jesus went — through death to resurrection, through 
surrender to freedom, through the loss of everything the world values to the gain of 
everything that lasts. 

This has a critical implication for the believer who has drifted. 

If the narrow road is a relationship — a daily, living following of a Person — then drift from 
the narrow road is not primarily a moral failure. It is a relational one. It is the gradual 
loosening of the bond between the believer and the Savior, the slow cooling of what was 
once a living connection. You can drift from a relationship without ever making a decision 
to end it. You can drift from a Person without ever formally denying them. The distance 
accumulates in the silences, in the missed conversations, in the days when you walked 
without checking which direction He was going. 

“The desperate need today is not for a greater number of intelligent people, or gifted 
people, but for deep people.” 
  — Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline 

Foster puts his finger on exactly what the narrow road requires and what drift destroys: 
depth. The narrow road is a deep road. It is not always a dramatic road or an emotionally 
intense road. But it is a road of depth — of a life that goes down into God rather than 
spreading itself thin across the surface of a thousand distractions. Drift makes you shallow. 
Return makes you deep. And the God who walks the narrow road is always calling you 
deeper, never less. 

—  •  — 

1.3  What the Broad Road Actually Looks Like 

Here is what may be the most important thing this chapter says: the broad road does not 
look like what you think it looks like. 
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If you picture the broad road as a road of obvious, dramatic wickedness — of debauchery 
and addiction and explicit rebellion against God — you will miss most of the people 
actually walking on it. Especially the Christians. Because for the believer who has drifted, 
the broad road almost never looks like a road of overt sin. It looks like something far more 
subtle. Far more comfortable. Far more respectable. 

It looks, in fact, like ordinary life without God at the center. 

“Holding to a form of godliness, although they have denied its power; avoid such men as 
these.”  — 2 Timothy 3:5 (NASB) 

Paul’s description in 2 Timothy 3 is one of the most unsettling passages in the New 
Testament precisely because it describes people who are religious. They have a form of 
godliness — the shape, the vocabulary, the attendance record, perhaps even the ministry 
involvement. What they have denied is not the Christian faith in any formal, theological 
sense. What they have denied is its power. The life has gone out of it. The relationship has 
been replaced by the ritual. The Person has been replaced by the performance. 

That is the broad road for the drifting believer. Not a road away from church, necessarily. 
Not a road away from Christian language or identity or even Christian community. It is a 
road on which all of those things continue — but God is no longer actually at the center of 
them. He has become a background figure. A reference point. A source of comfort in crisis 
but not a living, present Lord in the ordinary. 

Let’s be specific about what the broad road looks like for the sincere but drifting believer: 

Accommodation of self-will.  The broad road believer has quietly reinstated the self on 
the throne that repentance once vacated. Not dramatically — rarely in a single moment of 
conscious rebellion. But gradually, decision by decision, the question has shifted from 
“What does God want?” to “What do I want, and how do I justify it?” The self has learned to 
speak in religious language. It frames its preferences as convictions, its desires as divine 
leading, its comfort as peace. It is sophisticated and it is lethal. 

Spiritual passivity.  The broad road requires no effort. That is its genius and its danger. On 
the narrow road, there is resistance — the resistance of a life moving against the current of 
the world, the flesh, and the enemy. On the broad road, that resistance disappears. The 
current carries you. And in the absence of struggle, the spiritual muscles atrophy. Prayer 
becomes occasional. Scripture becomes familiar but not formative. Worship becomes a 
consumer experience rather than an act of surrender. And slowly, the spiritual vitality that 
once defined the believer’s life becomes a memory rather than a present reality. 
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Cultural Christianity.  The broad road for many believers is paved with the stones of 
cultural Christianity — a faith that is real enough to provide identity and community but not 
transformative enough to produce genuine Kingdom living. The cultural Christian attends 
church without being changed by it. They hold Christian convictions without allowing those 
convictions to cost them anything in the marketplace, the workplace, or the social circle. 
They have form without power. They have the map but they have stopped walking. 

The fellowship of the comfortable.  One of the most reliable signs that a believer has 
drifted onto the broad road is a shift in their primary community. The narrow road believer 
surrounds themselves with people who speak truth, who ask hard questions, who pray 
together and hold each other accountable. The broad road believer, often without realizing 
it, gradually reorients toward a community of affirmers — people who share their 
compromises, validate their rationalizations, and never ask the uncomfortable questions. 
Drift is always easier in company that is drifting the same direction. 

“We are not called to be thermometers that reflect the culture, but thermostats that 
transform it. When the Church becomes indistinguishable from the world, she has lost her 
calling.” 
  — Charles Colson, The Body 

Colson’s image is precise. The narrow road produces people who change the temperature 
of the rooms they enter. The broad road produces people who simply read it. And the 
tragedy of cultural Christianity — of the form of godliness without its power — is not merely 
personal. It is missional. A church full of broad road Christians is a church that has lost its 
capacity to be salt and light. The world does not need more of itself inside the walls of a 
congregation. It needs to encounter people who are genuinely, visibly, inexplicably different 
because of the One they follow. 

The drifting believer on the broad road is rarely a bad person. That is perhaps the most 
important thing to understand about this chapter. They are often kind, generous, 
hardworking, and sincerely intending to live a good life. The problem is not their character. 
The problem is their compass. The narrow road is not about being a better person by the 
world’s metrics. It is about being a person oriented toward God, following Jesus, shaped by 
the Spirit. And that orientation — quietly, gradually, without fanfare — is what drift takes 
away. 

—  •  — 

1.4  A Crucial Distinction: Losing vs. Drifting 

Before we go further, we need to establish clearly who this book is written for — and who it 
is not. 
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There is a category of person in theology known as the apostate: someone who has 
formally, deliberately, and completely renounced the Christian faith. They were once inside 
and are now outside, and the nature of their departure was not a drift but a decision. The 
New Testament takes apostasy with devastating seriousness, and Hebrews 6 and 10 
contain some of the most sobering language in all of Scripture about those who have fully 
and finally departed from the knowledge of the truth. 

This book is not primarily written for the apostate. 

It is written for a different category entirely — a category that is, in pastoral experience, far 
larger and far less recognized. It is the category of the drifter: the sincere believer who still 
identifies as a Christian, who may still attend church with some regularity, who would be 
genuinely offended at the suggestion that they have left the faith — but who has, quietly 
and without realizing it, moved from the narrow road onto the broad one. They have not 
renounced Christ. They have simply stopped following Him with any real intentionality or 
intimacy. The relationship that once defined their life has become a background feature of 
it. And the longer that condition persists, the more the broad road begins to feel like home. 

“Most Christians never make a decisive break with God. They simply stop cultivating the 
relationship until it quietly starves.” 
  — Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines 

Willard’s words are both diagnostic and hopeful. Diagnostic because they name the 
mechanism precisely: not rebellion, but neglect. Not rejection, but the slow starvation of a 
relationship that requires regular nourishment to stay alive. And hopeful because a 
relationship that has starved is not the same as a relationship that has died. The drifter is 
not the apostate. The drifter is the person who has wandered far enough that they can no 
longer see the harbor — but the harbor is still there, and the God who anchors it is still 
calling. 

“There is a difference between a man who has abandoned the faith and a man who has 
simply stopped attending to it. Both are in danger. Only one knows it.” 
  — John Owen, paraphrased from The Mortification of Sin 

Owen’s distinction is one of the sharpest in this book. The man who has abandoned the 
faith is in danger and knows it — or at least, he has made his choice consciously. The man 
who has simply stopped attending to his faith is in equal or greater danger, precisely 
because he does not know it. He still thinks of himself as a Christian. He still has the 
vocabulary, the history, the identity. But the living reality of a daily walk with God has faded 
into something ceremonial, occasional, and increasingly theoretical. 
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The pastoral question for this section is not “Are you saved?” It is “Are you walking?” Not 
“Do you believe in Jesus?” but “Are you following Him?” Not “Were you on the narrow 
road?” but “Are you on it now, today, with intentionality and love and the kind of daily 
surrender that Matthew 16:24 describes?” 

Because here is the hard truth: you can believe in Jesus and be on the broad road. You can 
have a genuine conversion experience and then drift so far from the life that conversion 
was meant to produce that your daily existence is functionally indistinguishable from that 
of the people of the world around you. This is not a statement about the security of 
salvation — that is a debate for another book, and godly people stand on different sides of 
it. It is a statement about the lived reality of the Christian life. The narrow road is not merely 
the entrance gate. It is the entire journey. And many sincere believers have confused the 
gate with the road. 

“So then, just as you have received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in Him, having been firmly 
rooted and now being built up in Him and established in your faith, just as you were 
instructed, and overflowing with gratitude.”  — Colossians 2:6–7 (NASB) 

Paul’s language in Colossians is spatial and continuous. Not “you received Christ,” full 
stop. But “just as you received Christ — so walk in Him.” The receiving was a moment. The 
walking is a life. The narrow road begins at the narrow gate, but it does not end there. It goes 
on — through seasons of difficulty and plenty, through grief and joy, through the ordinary 
Tuesdays of a life that is being slowly, consistently formed into the image of the One it 
follows. 

The drifter has received. They have not stopped walking. They have simply stopped walking 
on the right road. And that is a condition that grace can address, repentance can turn, and 
the pursuing love of God can redeem. 

—  •  — 

  Before You Turn the Page 

This chapter has been foundational. We have established what the two roads actually are, 
what it costs to walk the narrow one, what the broad road looks like for the sincere but 
drifting believer, and the crucial distinction between apostasy and drift. But knowing the 
landscape of the two roads is only the beginning of the journey this book wants to take you 
on. 

The next chapter will go deeper into the territory that all departure begins in: the human 
heart. Because you cannot understand how you ended up on the wrong road by examining 
only your circumstances or your choices. You have to go to the place where all roads begin 
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— the place that Jesus identified as the source of everything that either corrupts or purifies 
a human life. 

Before we go there, sit with this question for a moment. Not as a test. Not as a 
condemnation. Just as an honest reckoning between you and the God who already knows 
the answer: 

Are you walking — truly walking — on the narrow road right now? 

Not: were you ever on it. Not: do you intend to get back on it. But right now, today, in the 
actual texture of your daily life — is the narrow road the road you are on? Is Jesus the one 
you are following? Is self-denial the posture you are living in? Is the cross the thing you are 
carrying? 

If the answer is yes, the rest of this book will serve as a map to help you understand how 
drift happens and how to guard against it. 

If the answer is no — or if the answer is “I’m not sure,” which for many people is the most 
honest answer of all — then keep reading. Because the God who built the narrow road and 
called you to it has not stopped calling. And the road is not as far from where you are as it 
may feel right now. 

—  •  — 

“Your ears will hear a word behind you, ‘This is the way, walk in it,’ whenever you turn to the 
right or to the left.”  — Isaiah 30:21 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

PART ONE  —  Understanding the Two Roads 

Chapter Two 

The Geography of the Heart — Where Drift Begins 

—  •  — 

“Watch over your heart with all diligence, for from it flow the springs of life.”  — Proverbs 
4:23 (NASB) 

 

Every road departure begins with an interior one. 

Before a foot lands on the broad road, something happens in the heart. Before the prayer 
life collapses, before the Bible closes and stays closed, before the church community 
fades, before the compromises accumulate and calcify into a new way of living — 
something shifts in the unseen country of the inner life. A love gets disordered. A conviction 
gets silenced. A preference gets elevated above a principle. The drift, when it finally 
becomes visible in behavior, is simply the outward expression of something that has 
already been happening for a long time on the inside. 

This is why every attempt to address drift by addressing only behavior is doomed to 
produce either temporary compliance or exhausting performance. You can change what a 
person does without changing what a person loves. You can modify the external road 
without touching the internal compass. And a changed road walked by an unchanged heart 
will always, eventually, curve back toward the broad way. 

Jesus understood this. It is why the Sermon on the Mount — which ends with the Two 
Roads — spends so little time addressing behaviors and so much time addressing hearts. 
The murder begins in anger. The adultery begins in lust. The false religion begins in the 
hunger for human approval. The treasure that corrupts you is the one your heart has 
decided to love. The road you walk is always, first, the road your heart has chosen. 

If you want to understand how you ended up on the wrong road, you have to start here. In 
the geography of the heart. 

—  •  — 
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2.1  The Heart in Hebrew and Greek Thought 

The English word “heart” has been domesticated by sentiment. We put it on greeting cards. 
We use it to describe emotion — the feeling dimension of human experience, something 
warm and personal but fundamentally non-rational. In contemporary usage, to “follow your 
heart” is to follow your feelings, often in explicit contrast to following your head. 

The biblical concept of the heart is nothing like this. 

The Hebrew word לֵב (lev) and its Greek counterpart καρδία (kardia) together describe 
something vastly more comprehensive than emotion. In the scriptural imagination, the 
heart is the command center of the entire person — the seat of will, intellect, affection, 
conscience, and moral agency. When the Bible speaks of the heart, it is speaking of the 
place where you are most fundamentally yourself: where your deepest loves reside, where 
your most formative decisions are made, where your identity is anchored, and where your 
relationship with God either flourishes or fails. 

Consider the range of what Scripture attributes to the heart: 

Will and intention  (Proverbs 16:9)  —  the heart plans the way; God directs the steps 

Intellect and understanding  (Proverbs 2:10)  —  wisdom enters the heart; knowledge is 
pleasant to the soul 

Moral conscience  (1 John 3:20)  —  God is greater than our heart, and knows all things 

Spiritual receptivity  (Luke 8:15)  —  the good soil heart hears the word and holds it fast 

The seat of love  (Matthew 22:37)  —  love the Lord your God with all your heart 

The source of corruption  (Matthew 15:19)  —  out of the heart come evil thoughts, 
murders, adulteries 

 

This breadth is not accidental. The biblical authors are insisting that the heart is not one 
dimension of the human person among others. It is the integrating center — the place 
where all the dimensions of personhood — thinking, feeling, choosing, loving, fearing, 
hoping — converge and take their direction. What the heart does, the person does. What 
the heart loves, the person pursues. What the heart believes, the person becomes. 

This is why the proverb’s instruction is so urgent: 

“Watch over your heart with all diligence, for from it flow the springs of life.”  — Proverbs 
4:23 (NASB) 
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The Hebrew word translated “watch over” here is נָצַר (natsar) — a military term for 
guarding, keeping watch, protecting against intrusion. The proverb is not a gentle 
suggestion about self-awareness. It is a command to post a sentry. To treat the heart as a 
fortified position that has enemies, requires active defense, and cannot be left unguarded 
without consequence. Why? Because “from it flow the springs of life.” Everything 
downstream in your life — your relationships, your choices, your habits, your spiritual 
vitality or its absence — takes its character from what is happening in the heart. 

Unguarded hearts drift. And drifting hearts take everything downstream with them. 

But there is a second biblical reality about the heart that must be held alongside the first, 
and it is darker: 

“The heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who can understand it?”  
— Jeremiah 17:9 (NASB) 

Jeremiah’s diagnosis is one of the most uncomfortable verses in all of Scripture precisely 
because it attacks our most basic instinct: the conviction that we can trust our own interior 
life. We want to believe that if we feel something strongly enough, it must be true. That if 
our heart is at peace with a decision, the decision must be right. That our inner compass, 
however inconsistent, points generally in a reliable direction. 

Jeremiah says: no. 

The Hebrew word translated “deceitful” (עָקוֹב, aqov) carries the sense of crooked, tortuous, 
bent — like a path that winds and twists back on itself, leading the traveler to believe they 
are going one direction while actually going another. The heart that has not been 
regenerated by the Spirit of God, or the heart that has been gradually corrupted by 
accommodations to sin, is the last thing you should use as your primary navigation tool. It 
will tell you what it wants you to hear. It will reframe your compromises as wisdom, your 
drift as maturity, your distance from God as a healthy evolution of your faith. 

The drifting believer’s heart is not a reliable narrator. 

“Above all else, the heart is a factory of idols. Every one of us from our mother’s womb is an 
expert in inventing idols.” 
  — John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion 

Calvin’s diagnosis is blunt but essential. The unreformed, unguarded, or drift-corrupted 
heart does not sit passively. It manufactures. It is constantly in the business of creating 
objects worthy of its love and devotion — and those objects are almost never God. They are 
comfort and security and approval and pleasure and success and identity. The heart’s idol 
factory operates quietly, in the background, and its products look reasonable from the 
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inside. That is the deceitfulness Jeremiah describes. The idols the heart makes always 
seem, to the heart that made them, like perfectly legitimate things to love. 

Understanding this dual reality — that the heart is both the source of all spiritual life and 
the most sophisticated source of self-deception available to us — is the foundation for 
everything that follows in this chapter. The heart must be both guarded and examined. 
Protected and interrogated. Nourished and challenged. Left to its own devices, it will drift. 
Brought under the steady influence of the Word, the Spirit, and the community of faith, it 
can be reformed and redirected toward what it was made for. 

—  •  — 

2.2  The Disorder of Loves 

Augustine of Hippo, writing in the fifth century, gave the Church one of its most enduring 
frameworks for understanding sin and drift. In his great works — the Confessions and The 
City of God — Augustine argued that sin is not fundamentally a matter of breaking rules. It 
is a matter of disordered love. 

God, Augustine argued, designed the human heart to love in a specific order: God above 
all, and all other things in proper relation to God. When we love the right things in the right 
order — when God holds the supreme place in our affections and all lesser things are loved 
appropriately in relation to Him — the heart is rightly ordered, the life flows in the right 
direction, and even our enjoyment of created things is sanctified by being enjoyed in God 
rather than instead of Him. 

But when the order is reversed — when created things are loved with the intensity and 
ultimacy that belongs to God alone — the heart becomes disordered. And a disordered 
heart, Augustine insisted, is already on the broad road, regardless of what the behavior 
looks like from the outside. The departure from God is not first a matter of action. It is a 
matter of affection. 

“Our heart is restless until it repose in Thee.” 
  — Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, Book I 

This is the most famous sentence Augustine ever wrote, and it deserves more than 
familiarity. He is not saying merely that human beings have a spiritual dimension that 
craves God. He is describing the mechanics of the human heart with precision: the heart 
was designed to find its rest — its settled, satisfied, fully-at-home place — in God alone. 
Everything else it tries to rest in will eventually fail to hold its weight. Comfort will 
disappoint. Success will hollow out. Relationships will fracture or fade. The broad road will 
offer a thousand places to stop and rest, and every one of them will eventually leave you 
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more tired than when you arrived. The heart was made for God. It knows this, even when it 
has forgotten it. 

But here is where Augustine’s framework becomes most urgent for the drifting believer: the 
disorder of loves rarely announces itself as a theological problem. It announces itself as a 
preference. A priority. A reasonable adjustment of attention. And by the time the behavior 
has caught up with the interior drift, the heart has already been living on the broad road for 
a long time. 

“Sin is not fundamentally a moral failure but a love failure — loving the wrong things in the 
wrong order.” 
  — Augustine of Hippo, City of God 

Let’s make this concrete. The drift of loves typically follows a pattern that looks something 
like this: 

When comfort becomes more loved than holiness — 

The believer who has placed comfort above holiness does not wake up one morning and 
decide to stop pursuing sanctification. They simply begin, gradually, to choose the easier 
path whenever sanctification requires discomfort. They stop fasting because it is 
unpleasant. They avoid the hard conversation because it is awkward. They skip the early 
morning prayer time because sleep feels more important. They decline the ministry 
opportunity because it would cost too much. Each individual decision seems entirely 
reasonable. The accumulated weight of them is a life in which comfort has become the 
highest good, and holiness has become a nice idea that gets pursued whenever it doesn’t 
inconvenience the primary goal. 

When approval becomes more loved than truth — 

The believer who loves approval more than truth does not begin by deciding to be 
dishonest. They begin by softening their convictions in contexts where those convictions 
would cost them relationally. They stay silent when they should speak. They nod along 
when they should push back. They modify their language about sin or salvation or the 
exclusivity of Christ in settings where the unmodified truth would make them unwelcome. 
Over time, the truth that was once the anchor of their identity becomes a private conviction 
kept safely out of public view — and eventually, a private conviction that is no longer quite 
as certain as it once was, because convictions that are never spoken aloud in the face of 
opposition have a way of growing quiet. 
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When ease becomes more loved than the cross — 

Jesus was explicit: the narrow road involves cross-bearing. Not suffering for its own sake — 
there is no virtue in manufactured misery. But the willingness to accept the cost that 
genuine discipleship imposes: the cost of self-denial, the cost of others-centeredness, the 
cost of loving people who are difficult to love, the cost of standing for things that make you 
unpopular, the cost of the slow, unglamorous work of character formation. The believer 
who loves ease more than the cross begins to edit discipleship down to the parts that cost 
nothing. And a discipleship that costs nothing produces a Christian life that weighs 
nothing. 

“You are what you love. Not what you say you love — what you actually love. And what you 
actually love is what you spend your time and attention and money pursuing, even when no 
one is watching.” 
  — James K.A. Smith, You Are What You Love 

Smith’s formulation is both diagnostic and uncomfortable. We are extraordinarily good at 
declaring our loves without examining them. We say we love God above all, but our 
calendar and our bank account and our private thought life often tell a different story. The 
disorder of loves is usually invisible to the person experiencing it precisely because the 
heart is so skilled at narrating its desires in the language of virtue. The man who loves 
comfort more than holiness will genuinely believe he is making wise, balanced choices. 
The woman who loves approval more than truth will genuinely believe she is being kind and 
gracious. The disorder is real. The self-perception is sincerely mistaken. 

This is why the examination of the heart — honest, Spirit-assisted, Word-illuminated 
examination — is not a luxury for the serious believer. It is a necessity. Because the first 
step of drift is almost always a step that feels like something else entirely. 

—  •  — 

2.3  The Hardened Heart: A Warning and a Process 

If Augustine gives us the framework for understanding how drift begins — in the disorder of 
loves — the writer of Hebrews gives us the most urgent warning about where drift, if 
unchecked, eventually leads: 

“Take care, brethren, that there not be in any one of you an evil, unbelieving heart that falls 
away from the living God. But encourage one another day after day, as long as it is still 
called ‘Today,’ so that none of you will be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.”  — 
Hebrews 3:12–13 (NASB) 

Three words in this passage deserve particular attention. 
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The first is “falls away” — the Greek ἀφίστημι (aphistemi), from which we get the English 
word apostasy. But notice that the writer is not addressing confirmed apostates. He is 
addressing “brethren” — members of the community of faith. He is warning people who are 
already inside the church, already among the believing community, that a heart process is 
possible for them that leads to falling away from the living God. The departure he is warning 
against begins from within, not from without. It is a warning addressed to believers, about a 
danger that is real for believers, about a process that can happen to believers who are not 
paying attention. 

The second word is “hardened” — the Greek σκληρύνηται (skleruno), from which we get the 
medical term “sclerosis” — the pathological hardening of tissue. Sclerosis in the body is a 
process: healthy, flexible tissue gradually becomes rigid, inflexible, unable to respond 
normally. Spiritual sclerosis works the same way. A heart that was once responsive to the 
conviction of the Holy Spirit, tender toward the things of God, supple under the reshaping 
influence of Scripture — gradually, through repeated accommodation to sin and repeated 
silencing of conviction — becomes rigid and unresponsive. It can still hear the Word. It 
simply no longer feels it. 

The third word is “deceitfulness” — and this is the mechanism. Sin does not harden the 
heart through brute force. It hardens it through deception. It offers small accommodations 
that seem reasonable. It provides narratives that make each compromise seem justified. It 
normalizes the distance from God so gradually that the believer never experiences a single 
moment of decisive departure — only a long series of small moments that, in aggregate, 
produce a heart that is no longer where it once was. 

Heart hardening is a process. And it unfolds in recognizable stages. 

The Four Stages of Heart Hardening 

Stage 1: Conviction Ignored  —  the first soft refusal 

Every drift begins with a moment of conviction. The Holy Spirit, whose ministry includes 
convicting the world of sin and righteousness and judgment (John 16:8), speaks to the 
heart of the believer about something that needs to change. It may be a pattern of behavior 
that has quietly become sinful. It may be a relationship that is pulling in the wrong 
direction. It may be a habit of mind — anxiety, bitterness, lust, pride — that the Spirit is 
illuminating for the first time or for the hundredth. The first stage of heart hardening is not 
the rejection of this conviction. It is simply its non-response. The believer hears, 
acknowledges internally, and does nothing. This is the first soft refusal. And by itself, it 
seems entirely survivable. One unanswered conviction does not a hardened heart make. 
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Stage 2: Justification Formed  —  the story we tell ourselves 

The human mind, confronted with a conviction it does not wish to act upon, will reliably 
generate a justification for its inaction. This is not a sign of wickedness. It is a sign of the 
heart’s extraordinary sophistication at self-protection. The justification may invoke grace 
(“God forgives me”), context (“You don’t understand my situation”), comparison (“I’m 
doing better than most people I know”), or theology (“I’ve actually done a lot of reading on 
this and I don’t think it’s as clear as it seems”). The justification is rarely overtly dishonest. 
It is usually a selective reading of truth — just enough truth to make the lie livable. This is 
precisely what the writer of Hebrews calls “the deceitfulness of sin.” The deception is 
sophisticated, internally generated, and almost always sincerely believed by the person 
producing it. 

Stage 3: Conviction Fades  —  the voice becomes harder to hear 

The third stage is the most alarming, and it is the one that most believers are unaware they 
have entered until they are well past it. The Spirit does not indefinitely press a conviction 
that is repeatedly and elaborately refused. At some point — and the timing belongs to God, 
not to any theological formula — the conviction quiets. Not because the sin is no longer 
sinful. Not because God no longer cares. But because the heart that has been trained, 
through repeated refusal, to hear the Spirit’s voice without responding has effectively 
trained itself to stop hearing it. The callus has formed. What was once the clear voice of 
conviction becomes a faint whisper, and then a vague discomfort, and then nothing at all. 
And the absence of conviction is experienced, by the drifting believer, not as a warning sign 
but as peace. They feel better. The discomfort is gone. They have confused the silence of a 
calloused conscience with the peace of a clear one. 

Stage 4: New Normal Established  —  the broad road begins to feel like home 

The fourth stage is what we might call spiritual homeostasis — the settling of the drifted 
state into the new default. The broad road has been walked long enough that it no longer 
feels unfamiliar. The habits of the narrow road — prayer, Scripture, worship, accountability, 
service, self-denial — feel not merely absent but distant, like memories of a version of 
yourself that no longer quite feels real. The people of the world feel more familiar than the 
people of the church. The values of the culture feel more natural than the values of the 
Kingdom. And the believer, if asked whether something has gone wrong, will genuinely 
struggle to identify it. This is the home that drift builds. And it is a home that must be 
abandoned before the journey back to the narrow road can begin. 
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“A man may hear a thousand sermons and yet never be changed — because he has trained 
his heart to listen without responding.” 
  — C.H. Spurgeon, Lectures to My Students 

Spurgeon’s observation cuts to the precise mechanism of Stage 3. The tragedy of the 
calloused heart is not that it stops hearing the Word — it may continue to hear it with 
regularity. The tragedy is that hearing and responding have been decoupled. The sermon 
lands, is acknowledged intellectually, generates no significant emotional response, 
produces no behavioral change, and is forgotten by Tuesday. The machinery of spiritual 
formation — the preached Word, the community of faith, the regular engagement with 
Scripture — continues to operate. But the heart is no longer receiving from it. The pipe is 
running but the cistern has a hole. 

This is one of the most devastating possibilities in the Christian life: not the dramatic fall, 
but the slow development of a heart that goes through all the motions of faith while no 
longer being genuinely shaped by any of them. 

—  •  — 

What This Means for You 

Here is what this chapter is asking you to do: before you turn another page, before you 
move into the chapters that trace the specific roads that lead believers to the broad way — 
stop and do an honest inventory of your heart. 

Not your behavior. Your heart. 

Not “Do I attend church?” but “Do I love God?” Not “Do I read my Bible?” but “Does the 
Word of God actually shape the way I think and live and love?” Not “Am I avoiding the 
obvious sins?” but “What do I actually love most, and does that love order everything else, 
or is it quietly ordered beneath things that matter less?” 

The prophet Jeremiah, writing to a people who were in the fourth stage of heart hardening 
— so accustomed to their distance from God that they had forgotten what nearness felt like 
— carried a word from God that stopped at the level of the heart: 

“‘But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days,’ 
declares the LORD, ‘I will put My law within them and on their heart I will write it; and I will 
be their God, and they shall be My people.’”  — Jeremiah 31:33 (NASB) 

The promise of the new covenant is precisely the address of the problem this chapter has 
been describing. God’s answer to the deceitful heart, the disordered loves, the hardening 
process — is not a new set of rules imposed from outside. It is a new heart written from 
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inside. He does not demand that the drifting believer reform their heart through sheer 
willpower and moral effort. He offers to write Himself on it. To do from within what the 
believer cannot do from without. 

That is the hope this chapter ends on. Not the terrifying reality of the heart’s capacity for 
self-deception — though that is real and must be named. But the greater reality: the God 
who made the heart, who knows it better than we do, who calls it deceitful precisely 
because He refuses to pretend otherwise, is also the God who offers to remake it from the 
inside out. The drifting heart is not beyond His reach. No heart is. But the heart must first be 
seen clearly — by us and by Him — before the work of remaking can begin. 

“Search me, O God, and know my heart; try me and know my anxious thoughts; and see if 
there be any hurtful way in me, and lead me in the everlasting way.” 
  — David, Psalm 139:23–24 (NASB) 

This is the prayer of the honest heart. Not the heart that has everything sorted. Not the 
heart that has already corrected its disorder and mapped its hardening and returned to 
perfect obedience. This is the prayer of a man who has spent most of the psalm 
contemplating how completely God already knows him, and who ends in the only posture 
that makes sense in the face of that knowledge: transparent before the One who sees 
everything anyway, and asking to be led home. 

If that prayer is in you right now — even faintly, even reluctantly — pray it. Because the God 
who searches hearts does not search them to condemn them. He searches them to heal 
them. 

—  •  — 

“Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.”  — Psalm 
51:10 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

PART TWO  —  How Believers End Up on the Wrong Road 

Chapter Three 

The Slow Fade — Drift Through Neglect 

—  •  — 

“For this reason we must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, so that we do 
not drift away from it.”  — Hebrews 2:1 (NASB) 

 

Nobody wakes up and decides to abandon the narrow road. 

That is the sentence this chapter is built on, and it is worth sitting with for a moment before 
we go any further. The most common path from the narrow road to the broad road does not 
begin with a dramatic act of rebellion. It does not begin with a theological crisis or a crisis 
of faith or a decisive moment where the believer turns their back on God and walks away. 
Those stories exist, and they are real, and the chapters that follow will address them. But 
they are not the most common story. The most common story is quieter than that. More 
ordinary. More forgettable. And for that very reason, more dangerous. 

The most common path from the narrow road to the broad road is paved with nothing at all. 

Not with great sins. Not with dramatic failures. With absence. With silence. With the slow 
accumulation of days in which the believer simply did not do the things that kept them 
connected to God — and did not particularly notice, because there was always something 
else to do, somewhere else to be, some reasonable explanation for why today was not the 
day to pray, or read, or worship, or serve. The neglect was not hostile. It was distracted. And 
distraction, sustained long enough, produces the same result as deliberate departure: a 
life that has moved, without fanfare or announcement, onto the broad road. 

This is what the writer of Hebrews calls drift. And of all the mechanisms by which sincere 
believers end up in the wrong place, it is the one that claims the most passengers. 

—  •  — 
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3.1  The Nature of Drift 

The sea has been teaching this lesson for as long as human beings have sailed it. 

A ship that is properly anchored holds its position regardless of the current. The anchor is 
not fighting the current — it is simply planted, down in the solid ground beneath the water, 
and the chain holds. But a ship that loses its anchor, or whose anchor was never properly 
set, does not immediately capsize. It does not sound an alarm. It does not announce its 
new condition to the crew. It simply begins to move. Quietly. Imperceptibly. At a rate so 
slow that no single moment of observation reveals the change. The harbor is still visible, 
and then it is smaller, and then it is on the horizon, and then it is gone — and the ship has 
drifted to a place no one on board chose and no one on board noticed until the distance 
was already vast. 

Spiritual drift works precisely this way. 

“For this reason we must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, so that we do 
not drift away from it.”  — Hebrews 2:1 (NASB) 

The Greek word translated “drift” in this verse is παραρρυώ (pararrhyeō) — a nautical term 
that appears nowhere else in the New Testament. It describes exactly what the sea 
teaches: not a violent storm, not a catastrophic failure of the hull, but the slow, current-
driven movement of a vessel whose moorings have gone slack. The writer of Hebrews uses 
this specific word deliberately. He is not warning against apostasy in this verse. He is 
warning against the far more common, far less dramatic, and far more easily missed 
experience of simply losing grip on what you once held. 

Notice also what the writer of Hebrews prescribes as the remedy. Not more effort. Not a 
dramatic recommitment. “Pay much closer attention.” Attention is the antidote to drift. 
Intentional, disciplined, consistent attention to the things of God — to the Word, to prayer, 
to community, to obedience — is what keeps the anchor set. The moment we stop paying 
attention, the current of the world begins its patient, unhurried work. 

“Every day that a Christian neglects his Bible and his prayers, he takes one more step 
toward the broad road — not because he chose it, but because he chose nothing.” 
  — J.I. Packer, Knowing God 

Packer’s formulation is surgical in its precision: not because he chose it, but because he 
chose nothing. This is the essential nature of drift-through-neglect. It is not the product of a 
choice for the broad road. It is the product of the repeated, compounding absence of a 
choice for the narrow one. The believer does not decide to stop praying. They simply don’t 
pray today. And then not tomorrow. And then a week has passed, and then a month, and 
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the habit that once kept the anchor set has become a memory rather than a practice. No 
single day of missed prayer felt like a departure. The accumulated weight of them produced 
one. 

This is why neglect is, in many ways, the most insidious form of drift. Rebellion at least 
knows what it is doing. Neglect doesn’t. The neglectful believer is not angry at God. They 
are not theologically confused. They are simply busy, distracted, and gradually, without 
realizing it, moving away from the only harbor that can hold them. 

“The greatest enemy of hunger for God is not poison but apple pie. It is not the banquet of 
the wicked that dulls our appetite for heaven, but endless nibbling at the table of the world.” 
  — John Piper, A Hunger for God 

Piper identifies something crucial: it is not the obviously destructive things that most 
commonly produce spiritual neglect. It is the good things — the legitimate, innocent, even 
wholesome things — that gradually crowd God out. Work and family and recreation and 
friendship and entertainment — none of these is sinful in itself. But when they collectively 
occupy every margin that once belonged to God, the result is the same as if they were 
vices: a life from which God has been quietly, politely, unintentionally displaced. 

—  •  — 

3.2  The Abandoned Disciplines 

Spiritual disciplines are not the source of spiritual life. That distinction matters enormously, 
and it must be stated clearly before we examine what happens when the disciplines are 
abandoned. The disciplines are not the river. They are the riverbed — the channel through 
which the river of God’s grace flows into the life of the believer. Prayer does not generate 
God’s presence. It positions the believer to receive it. Scripture reading does not produce 
spiritual vitality. It exposes the believer to the living Word that does. Worship does not 
manufacture encounter with God. It creates the space in which encounter becomes 
possible. 

But here is the point that matters for this chapter: when the riverbed is abandoned, the river 
has nowhere to flow. The grace of God is not blocked. The goodness of God toward the 
neglectful believer does not diminish. But the channel through which that grace has been 
flowing into daily life — the channel of prayer and Scripture and worship and service — has 
been allowed to dry up. And a life without those channels does not stay spiritually neutral. 
It slowly desiccates. 
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“The spiritual disciplines do not earn God’s favor. They are the means by which we place 
ourselves before God so that He can transform us.” 
  — Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines 

With that foundation established, let’s examine what happens to the believer’s life when 
each of the primary disciplines is abandoned. 

Prayer Abandoned  —  When the Conversation Stops 

Prayer is not a religious exercise. It is a relationship. It is the ongoing, living conversation 
between the believer and the God who made them, redeemed them, and is actively 
engaged in the project of forming them into the image of Christ. When that conversation 
stops — gradually, then completely — the relationship does not simply pause. It begins to 
wither, the way any relationship withers when one party stops communicating. 

The believer who has stopped praying will not always notice the absence immediately. In 
the early days of prayerlessness, the residual warmth of the relationship sustains a sense 
of proximity to God. There are still moments of gratitude, brief reflexive acknowledgments 
of His presence, the occasional crisis prayer that erupts in moments of fear or need. But 
these are not a conversation. They are the spiritual equivalent of a nod in passing — 
acknowledgment without intimacy, contact without connection. 

Over time, the silence deepens. The self — which prayer keeps in its proper place, 
submitted to the authority and wisdom of God — begins to reign unchecked. Decisions that 
would once have been brought to God in prayer are made on the basis of personal 
preference and practical reasoning. The believer’s sense of what God wants grows 
increasingly indistinguishable from their sense of what they want. And the quiet, steady 
voice of the Spirit — most reliably heard in the practice of unhurried, attentive prayer — 
becomes harder and harder to discern. 

“Devote yourselves to prayer, keeping alert in it with an attitude of thanksgiving.”  — 
Colossians 4:2 (NASB) 

Paul’s instruction carries two words that are essential for understanding why prayer 
abandonment accelerates drift. “Devote yourselves” translates προσκαρτερεῖτε 
(proskartereëite) — a word that carries the sense of steadfast, persistent, resolute 
attachment. It is the word used of the early church in Acts 1:14 — “these all with one mind 
were continually devoting themselves to prayer.” And “keeping alert” translates 
γρηγοροῦντες (gregorountes) — the same word Jesus used in Gethsemane when He said, 
“Could you not keep watch with Me for one hour?” The implication of both words together 
is unmistakable: prayer requires intention. It requires vigilance. Left to the natural drift of a 
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busy life, it will not happen. It must be chosen, repeatedly, against the competing demands 
of every other thing. 

Scripture Neglected  —  When the Compass Is Put Away 

The Word of God functions in the believer’s life the way a compass functions for a 
navigator: it does not move the ship. It tells the ship where it is and which direction is true 
north. A navigator who puts the compass away does not immediately become lost. The 
landmarks are still visible, the general direction is still known, and experience and instinct 
can carry the ship for a while. But in the absence of the compass, small navigational errors 
begin to accumulate. And on the open water of ordinary life, where the landmarks are 
ambiguous and the currents are strong, small errors compound into large ones with a 
speed that surprises everyone. 

“So faith comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ.”  — Romans 10:17 (NASB) 

Paul’s connection between faith and the Word is not merely pedagogical — as if the Word 
simply teaches us facts about God that we then choose to believe. It is organic. Faith is 
sustained by ongoing contact with the Word. The believer who stops reading Scripture does 
not merely stop learning new things about God. They begin to lose their grip on what they 
already know, as the world’s competing narratives — present in every screen, every 
conversation, every cultural current — fill the void left by the absent Word. 

The believer without regular Scripture engagement does not become neutral. They become 
shaped by whatever they are consuming instead. The values and assumptions and 
definitions of the good life that saturate contemporary culture are not spiritually inert. They 
are actively forming the minds and hearts of everyone who consumes them without the 
counterweight of a Word that says something different. The neglected Bible does not 
simply sit quietly on the shelf. Its absence is active. 

“Scripture is not a devotional supplement to life. It is the lens through which life is rightly 
seen. Remove the lens, and the world will provide its own — and you will not notice the 
distortion.” 
  — Eugene Peterson, Eat This Book 

Worship Forsaken  —  When the Community Is Abandoned 

The abandonment of gathered worship is rarely abrupt. It usually follows a pattern: the 
attendance becomes irregular, then occasional, then exceptional, then nominal. And at 
each stage, the reasons seem entirely sufficient. The schedule is demanding. The children 
have activities. The drive is long. The church is going through something difficult. Rest is 
needed. The online service is just as good. 
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“And let us consider how to stimulate one another to love and good deeds, not forsaking 
our own assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another; and all 
the more as you see the day drawing near.”  — Hebrews 10:24–25 (NASB) 

The writer of Hebrews is unambiguous: the forsaking of the assembled community is a 
habit — something some people do — and it is something to be warned against with 
urgency. The reason is not primarily about church attendance as a duty. The writer’s logic is 
community-shaped: the assembly is the context in which believers “stimulate one another 
to love and good deeds” and “encourage one another.” These are things that cannot happen 
in isolation. The Christian life was never designed to be a solo endeavor, and the neglect of 
gathered worship is not merely a missed spiritual experience — it is the removal of the 
believer from the community structures that keep them accountable, loved, challenged, 
and anchored. 

Isolation accelerates drift. This is not a psychological observation. It is a theological one. 
The enemy’s preferred hunting ground has always been the solitary believer who has 
separated themselves from the herd. A Christian alone, without the regular input of the 
Word preached and the community gathered, is a Christian far more vulnerable to the 
current of the broad road than one who is embedded in the life of a congregation — even an 
imperfect one. 

Giving and Serving Stopped  —  When the Self Becomes the Universe 

There is a spiritual law embedded in the design of the Christian life: the person who gives 
and serves remains oriented outward, toward others and toward God. The person who 
stops giving and serving inevitably becomes oriented inward, toward the self. And a self-
oriented life is, almost by definition, a broad-road life — because the narrow road is defined 
by self-denial, while the broad road is defined by self-accommodation. 

The disciplines of giving and serving are not primarily about meeting needs — though they 
do that. They are about preserving the outward orientation of the heart. They are the 
regular, practical declaration that my life is not primarily about me. When they stop, the 
declaration stops. And in the silence, the self reasserts its primacy in ways so gradual and 
so reasonable that the believer rarely notices until the self has thoroughly recolonized the 
territory that grace once occupied. 

“Do not neglect doing good and sharing, for with such sacrifices God is pleased.”  — 
Hebrews 13:16 (NASB) 

—  •  — 
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3.3  Busyness as a Spiritual Anesthetic 

If neglect is the mechanism of drift-through-inattention, busyness is its most effective 
enabler. And of all the forces that work against the maintenance of spiritual disciplines in 
the contemporary world, busyness may be the most powerful — precisely because it is the 
most socially celebrated. 

We live in a culture that has elevated busyness to a virtue. The busiest person in the room is 
assumed to be the most important, the most productive, the most serious about their 
responsibilities. To say you are busy is to advertise your significance. To admit you have 
margin — empty space, unhurried time, the capacity to be genuinely present without an 
agenda — is to risk appearing unambitious or unserious. The idol of busyness does not 
wear a threatening face. It wears the face of responsibility. Of success. Of being a good 
parent and a hard worker and a committed member of the community. 

And in the service of this idol, the disciplines that keep the believer on the narrow road are 
the first things sacrificed, because they are the things that produce no visible external 
output. Prayer does not generate a deliverable. Scripture reading does not appear on a 
performance review. Worship attendance does not advance a career. Giving and serving do 
not trend on social media. In a culture that measures value by productivity and significance 
by visibility, the disciplines of the interior life are perpetually at risk of being crowded out by 
the urgent and the measurable. 

“Beware of the barrenness of a busy life.” 
  — Corrie ten Boom 

Ten Boom’s warning is arresting because it reframes busyness in agricultural terms. A life 
can be extraordinarily busy — full of activity, full of output, full of achievement — and be, at 
the same time, spiritually barren. The soil is being worked constantly. Nothing is growing. 
The activity that looks like cultivation is actually exhaustion wearing the clothes of 
productivity, and the thing that could produce actual fruit — the slow, quiet, unhurried work 
of abiding in God — has been squeezed out by the relentless pressure to do more. 

Jesus made this distinction with devastating clarity in a scene that has made generations of 
busy Christians uncomfortable: 

“But the Lord answered and said to her, ‘Martha, Martha, you are worried and bothered 
about so many things; but only one thing is necessary, for Mary has chosen the good part, 
which shall not be taken away from her.’”  — Luke 10:41–42 (NASB) 

The story of Mary and Martha is not a story about laziness versus productivity. It is a story 
about the hierarchy of necessity. Martha is not doing wrong things. She is doing good things 
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— serving, preparing, caring for guests. But she has allowed the good things to displace the 
necessary thing. And Jesus, with a gentleness that does not soften the severity of the point, 
tells her that Mary has found it: the one thing that is needful, the one thing that cannot be 
taken away, the one thing that will still matter when the meal has been eaten and the 
guests have gone home. 

Martha is busy. Mary is present. Both women love Jesus. But only one has positioned 
herself to be formed by the encounter. And in the economy of the Kingdom, being formed 
by the presence of Jesus is not one good thing among many. It is the necessary thing from 
which all other good things must flow. 

The busy believer who has drifted through neglect is almost always a Martha — genuinely 
loving, genuinely serving, genuinely intending to sit at Jesus’ feet as soon as the current 
crisis is managed and the current season slows down. But the crisis does not manage. The 
season does not slow down. And the disciplines are perpetually deferred to a future 
moment of readiness that never quite arrives. 

“The devil is quite content for you to be a Christian twenty years hence. The thing he cannot 
bear is for you to be a Christian now.” 
  — C.S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters 

Lewis puts his finger on the enemy’s preferred tactic with the busy believer: not “Stop 
following Jesus,” but “Follow Him later, when things calm down.” The disciplines get 
deferred. The relationship gets deferred. The attention that the narrow road requires gets 
deferred. And “later” never comes — because the enemy is quite content to keep every 
later from becoming now, indefinitely, until the believer looks back and realizes that 
decades have passed in spiritual drift that felt, from the inside, like a perpetually almost-
beginning intentionality. 

—  •  — 

3.4  Practical Diagnostic: Signs You Have Drifted Through Neglect 

This section is not a checklist of condemnation. It is a mirror. The purpose of a mirror is not 
to shame the person looking into it. It is to show them what is actually there, so they can 
respond to what is actually true rather than to what they have assumed or hoped or told 
themselves. 

The following diagnostic questions are drawn from the lived experience of believers who 
have drifted through neglect and, by God’s grace, found their way back. Read them slowly. 
Read them honestly. Read them as an invitation, not an accusation. 
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1.  You cannot remember the last time you heard God speak clearly through Scripture.  Not 
the last time you read it. The last time it was alive in your hands — when a passage landed 
with the force of personal address, when the Word illuminated something about your life or 
your God that changed the way you saw both. If Scripture has become a familiar text rather 
than a living voice, the compass has gone quiet. 

2.  Prayer feels foreign, awkward, or mechanical.  The believer who once prayed with ease 
and intimacy discovers, after a season of neglect, that prayer has become strange. They sit 
down to pray and do not know what to say. The words feel like they are going nowhere. The 
silence feels empty rather than full. What was once the most natural activity of the day has 
become the most uncomfortable. This is not a sign of God’s absence. It is a sign of the 
distance that neglect has created. 

3.  Worship feels like an obligation rather than a response.  When worship is healthy, it is 
the overflow of a heart that has been encountering God throughout the week and arrives at 
the assembled community with something to express. When it is drifted, it is the dutiful 
attendance of someone who goes because they are supposed to, feels little while they are 
there, and leaves largely unchanged. The music is nice or it isn’t. The sermon is good or it 
isn’t. But the encounter — the living contact with the God who inhabits the praise of His 
people — has become rare or absent. Worship has become a performance attended rather 
than a sacrifice offered. 

4.  Sin that once grieved you now barely registers.  This is perhaps the most alarming 
diagnostic of all, and it maps directly onto the heart-hardening process described in 
Chapter Two. The drifting believer notices, with a kind of distant unease, that things which 
once produced genuine conviction — a harsh word, a lustful glance, a dishonest response, 
a neglected responsibility toward another person — now pass through the conscience with 
barely a ripple. The conscience has been calloused by the repeated experience of hearing 
conviction and doing nothing about it. What once felt like an alarm now feels like 
background noise. 

5.  The things of God feel distant, while the things of the world feel immediate.  The clearest 
sign of drift through neglect is the simple reversal of proximity. When the believer is walking 
closely with God, the things of God feel present, relevant, and alive. The Scripture speaks. 
The community matters. The service is meaningful. The prayer is connected. The world, by 
contrast, feels like the background — real, but not where the truly important things happen. 
Drift reverses this. The world becomes vivid and immediate. The things of God become 
abstract and far away. The believer is still present in the church building, still using the 
vocabulary of faith — but the felt reality of God has receded to the margins of the actual life 
being lived. 
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If you read through those five diagnostic markers and recognized yourself in more than one 
of them — do not let shame drive you further from the road you are trying to find. Shame is 
the enemy’s preferred response to this kind of self-recognition. It takes the moment of 
honest seeing and turns it into a reason to run further away rather than turning around. 

The God-given response to this kind of recognition is not shame. It is attention. The writer of 
Hebrews says: pay closer attention. Not: be more ashamed. Not: try harder. Not: earn your 
way back through sufficient contrition. Pay attention. Turn back toward the Word, the 
prayer, the community, the service. Not because those things earn restoration, but 
because they are the channels through which the God who is already pursuing you will 
meet you as you turn. 

“The return to God is never as far as the drifting believer imagines. The distance feels 
immense from the inside. From God’s side of the equation, you are never out of reach.” 
  — Henri Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son 

Nouwen is right. The peculiar cruelty of drift is that it distorts the believer’s perception of 
distance. The broad road feels like home. The narrow road feels like a foreign country. And 
the gap between where you are and where you need to be feels so vast that beginning the 
journey back seems almost pointless. But this is the lie of drift — one of its most effective 
ones. The gap is real. The distance is real. But the God who anchors the narrow road has 
not moved. He is not farther away than He was when you first found Him. You are farther 
away from the practices that make His nearness felt. That is a different problem. And it has 
a different solution. 

The solution is not dramatic. It is not a crisis experience or a mountaintop revival. It is the 
decision, made today, to pay attention. To pray, even if the words feel hollow. To open the 
Word, even if the fire is not yet there. To show up to the community, even if the warmth has 
not yet returned. To give, even if the generosity does not yet feel generous. To serve, even if 
the joy has not yet returned to the service. 

The disciplines do not produce spiritual vitality. But they position you in the place where the 
God who produces it has promised to meet you. And He will. 

—  •  — 

“Return to Me, and I will return to you,’ says the LORD of hosts.”  — Malachi 3:7 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

PART TWO  —  How Believers End Up on the Wrong Road 

Chapter Four 

The Wide Road of Wounds — Drift Through Pain and Offense 

—  •  — 

“The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.”  — 
Psalm 34:18 (NASB) 

 

Some of the people who have drifted furthest from the narrow road are people who loved 
God with everything they had. 

They were not careless believers. They were not spiritually lazy. They were not the kind of 
person Chapter Three describes — gradually distracted, quietly neglectful, slowly drifting 
through inattention. They were engaged. They were invested. They gave themselves to a 
community of faith, trusted its leaders, built their lives around its rhythms, and poured their 
hearts into the people and the work they believed God had placed them in. They were, by 
every visible measure, firmly on the narrow road. 

And then they were hurt. 

Not hurt the way life sometimes hurts — not the ordinary disappointments and relational 
frictions that every community of imperfect people produces. Hurt in a way that felt like a 
betrayal not merely by a person, but by the very God those people were supposed to 
represent. Hurt in a way that made the narrow road, and everything associated with it, feel 
like the source of the wound rather than the place of healing. 

And so they left. Or they drifted. Or they stayed physically while departing internally, going 
through the motions of a faith they could no longer feel or trust. And the broad road — 
which asks nothing, demands nothing, and judges nothing — received them with the 
particular embrace of a world that has been waiting for exactly this moment of vulnerability. 

This chapter is for them. And for everyone who recognizes their story in it. 

—  •  — 
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4.1  When the Church Becomes the Wound 

It is one of the profound ironies of the Christian life that the community designed by God to 
be the primary place of healing has, for many sincere believers, been the primary source of 
damage. The church — called to be the body of Christ, the family of God, the community of 
grace — is also a gathering of broken, selfish, power-prone, wounded human beings. And 
broken, selfish, power-prone, wounded human beings, when given religious authority and 
the language of God, can inflict wounds of extraordinary depth. 

“One of the great ironies is that people are most often driven from God not by atheism, but 
by religion.” 
  — Philip Yancey, What’s So Amazing About Grace? 

Yancey’s observation names something that shows up constantly in pastoral experience. 
The person who has walked away from faith is far more likely, in the West at least, to cite a 
religious wound than an intellectual objection. They didn’t read Nietzsche and conclude 
that God was dead. They trusted a pastor who betrayed them. They confessed a sin and 
were publicly shamed. They raised a question and were told they were spiritually 
dangerous. They went through a crisis and discovered that the community they had poured 
themselves into had no capacity for their pain. They were excluded when they should have 
been embraced, condemned when they should have been restored, abandoned precisely 
when the cost of staying beside them became inconvenient. 

God foresaw this. The indictment in Ezekiel 34 is one of the most severe passages in all of 
Scripture — and it is aimed not at the enemies of Israel, but at Israel’s own shepherds: 

“Those who are sickly you have not strengthened, the diseased you have not healed, the 
broken you have not bound up, the scattered you have not brought back, nor have you 
sought for the lost.”  — Ezekiel 34:4 (NASB) 

Read the list. The sickly. The diseased. The broken. The scattered. The lost. God is 
cataloguing the specific failures of religious leadership toward the most vulnerable 
members of the community — and He is furious. This is not a gentle critique. The passage 
continues with one of the most sweeping divine promises in the Old Testament: because 
the shepherds have failed, God Himself will come and shepherd His flock (Ezekiel 34:11–
16). The incarnation of Christ is, in part, the fulfillment of this promise. Jesus comes as the 
Good Shepherd precisely because the human shepherds have so consistently failed. 

But the passage also names something that every believer who has been wounded by the 
church needs to hear: your wound is not invisible to God. He saw it. He named it centuries 
before it happened to you. He is not indifferent to what was done to you in His name. And 



44 
 

the God who promised to seek the scattered and bind up the broken has not revised that 
promise because the wounding happened inside a church building rather than outside one. 

“The wounds of religion go deeper than most wounds because they are inflicted in the 
name of the One we most hoped to trust. When a person who speaks for God wounds you, 
it can feel like God Himself has wounded you. Untangling those two things is some of the 
most important spiritual work a wounded believer can do.” 
  — Henri Nouwen, The Wounded Healer 

Nouwen identifies the mechanism that makes church wounds uniquely damaging: the 
conflation of the human representative with the God they represent. When a pastor abuses 
power, when a congregation excludes and shames, when a religious institution covers up 
rather than confronts — the wounded believer does not always experience these as human 
failures. They experience them as divine ones. And a God who seems complicit in your 
wounding is a God who is very difficult to run toward when the pain drives you off the road. 

Untangling those two things — the human failure and the divine character — is not a simple 
or quick process. But it is essential. Because as long as the pastor’s voice and God’s voice 
remain fused in the wounded believer’s interior life, every attempt to return to the narrow 
road will feel like a return to the source of the wound. And no one runs back into a burning 
building. 

—  •  — 

4.2  The Anatomy of Church Hurt 

Church hurt is not a single thing. It presents in different forms, with different mechanisms, 
and different degrees of severity. Understanding the specific form of wound a believer is 
carrying is not merely an exercise in categorization. It is essential for the work of healing — 
because a wound that has been named can be brought to God more specifically than one 
that remains a shapeless, generalized ache. 

The following are the most common forms of church hurt that produce drift: 

Legalism and Performance-Based Acceptance  —  the gospel of ‘do better’ 

Of all the forms of church hurt, legalism may be the most widespread precisely because it 
wears the most convincing religious costume. Legalism does not present itself as a 
distortion of the gospel. It presents itself as seriousness about the gospel — as the 
community that actually takes holiness seriously, that actually holds a standard, that 
actually means what it says. Its vocabulary sounds biblical. Its expectations sound godly. 
And for a season, the performance-based acceptance it offers can feel like structure, 
clarity, belonging. 
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But it cannot hold. Grace replaced by law always eventually breaks the people under it, 
because the law was never designed to produce the righteousness it demands — it was 
designed to reveal the impossibility of producing it apart from grace. The legalistic 
community produces one of two kinds of people: those who perform successfully and 
become proud, and those who fail repeatedly and become crushed. Both are spiritual 
casualties. And the crushed ones, who loved God sincerely and tried genuinely and were 
told over and again that their efforts were insufficient — they are some of the most deeply 
wounded believers on the broad road. 

“Therefore there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”  — Romans 
8:1 (NASB) 

Romans 8:1 is not a gentle comfort. It is a theological declaration of war against every 
system that would re-impose condemnation on the person Christ has freed. The believer 
who has been wounded by legalism needs to hear this verse not as a nice sentiment but as 
a battle cry — a declaration that the voice telling them they are not enough, have not done 
enough, will never be enough, is not the voice of God. It is the voice of a distorted religion 
that has taken the name of God in vain. 

Narcissistic Leadership and Pastoral Abuse  —  when power is used instead of love 

The abuse of pastoral authority is among the most spiritually devastating experiences a 
believer can endure. The pastor — entrusted with the care of souls, clothed with the 
authority of the pulpit, given access to the most vulnerable dimensions of people’s lives in 
the confessional and counseling contexts — occupies a position of extraordinary power. 
When that power is wielded for self-aggrandizement, control, or exploitation rather than for 
the flourishing of the flock, the damage it produces is deep and long-lasting. 

Narcissistic pastoral leadership typically presents not as overt abuse but as visionary 
strength. The leader who insists on unquestioning loyalty frames it as spiritual submission. 
The leader who isolates congregants from outside relationships frames it as community 
commitment. The leader who silences questions frames it as protecting unity. The 
language is always godly. The fruit, over time, is always control. And the believers who 
eventually escape such systems carry wounds that are confused and layered — because 
the person who hurt them was also the person through whom they may have met God, 
heard the Word, and grown in faith. The good and the damage are wound together in ways 
that take years to separate. 

“The Christian leader of the future is called to be completely irrelevant and to stand in this 
world with nothing to offer but his or her own vulnerable self. That is the way Jesus came.” 
  — Henri Nouwen, In the Name of Jesus 
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Nouwen’s vision of servant leadership is the precise inversion of narcissistic leadership. 
The shepherd who comes with nothing to offer but a vulnerable self — who does not need 
the congregation’s admiration to sustain their identity, who does not require control to feel 
secure, who leads by descending rather than ascending — is the model Jesus gave His 
disciples in the upper room when He took off His outer garment and washed their feet. 
Every form of pastoral abuse is, at its root, a refusal of that basin and that towel. 

Hypocrisy and Public Scandal  —  when the faith is shaken by the failure of visible leaders 

The public moral failure of a trusted Christian leader sends a particular kind of shockwave 
through the lives of those who followed them. It is not merely disappointment. It is a 
disorientation that goes to the root of the believer’s spiritual formation — because if the 
person who taught them about God, who modeled the Christian life, who prayed with them 
and over them and spoke into their most vulnerable moments, was living a double life — 
what does that say about everything they taught? What does it say about the God they 
claimed to represent? 

The answer, which wounded believers need to hear clearly and repeatedly, is this: it says 
nothing about God. The failure of a human being to live what they preached is a testimony 
to the depth of human sinfulness and the need for grace — not a referendum on the truth of 
what they proclaimed. The gospel is not falsified by the failure of its messengers. The 
narrow road does not become the wrong road because someone walking it stumbled and 
fell. But this truth, however real, is very difficult to receive in the raw aftermath of 
discovering that the person you trusted most was not who they appeared to be. 

“The Church is not a showcase for saints but a hospital for sinners — and sometimes the 
surgeons are also patients. The failure of leaders does not negate the truth of the gospel. 
But it does make the gospel’s grace more urgently necessary, not less.” 
  — Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics 

Exclusion and Shunning  —  when the community punishes rather than restores 

Perhaps no church wound cuts more deeply than exclusion — the experience of being cast 
out of the community that was supposed to be family. Church discipline, when practiced 
biblically and with genuine pastoral intent, is a tool of restoration. When practiced as 
punishment, as control, or as the community’s way of managing its reputation, it produces 
exactly the kind of wound that drives people permanently off the narrow road. 

The shunned believer receives the message that they are not welcome at the table of grace 
until they have proven themselves worthy of it. This is, of course, precisely the inversion of 
the gospel — which is an invitation to the table extended to those who are most unworthy, 
most broken, most far from home. The prodigal son’s father did not require a waiting period 
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of demonstrated repentance before the robe and the ring. He gave them at the first sight of 
his son’s returning figure on the road. 

“Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a 
one in a spirit of gentleness; each one looking to yourself, so that you too will not be 
tempted.”  — Galatians 6:1 (NASB) 

The word translated “restore” in Galatians 6:1 is καταρτίζετε (katartizete) — a medical and 
nautical term used for the setting of a broken bone and the mending of a torn fishing net. It 
is a word of skilled, careful repair, not punitive removal. The community that shuns rather 
than restores has not merely failed the wounded believer. It has failed its own calling as the 
body of Christ, whose hands are designed for the work of mending, not the work of 
exclusion. 

—  •  — 

4.3  The Distinction Between Leaving a Church and Leaving the Road 

This section must be stated with great care, because it contains a truth that can be misread 
in two very different dangerous directions. 

The truth is this: leaving a toxic, abusive, or spiritually unsafe church is sometimes the right 
decision. It can be the courageous decision. It can be the spiritually necessary decision. 
There are congregations and leaders whose influence is genuinely harmful to the souls in 
their care, and the believer who recognizes this and removes themselves and their family 
from that environment is not abandoning the narrow road. They may, in fact, be returning to 
it. 

The danger — and it is a real danger, one that the enemy exploits with extraordinary skill — 
is when the departure from a congregation becomes, in the wounded believer’s interior life, 
a departure from Christ Himself. When the pain of what happened inside that building 
becomes associated not merely with the building and its occupants, but with the God 
whose name was invoked there. When the disillusionment with a particular community of 
faith becomes a disillusionment with the entire project of following Jesus. When leaving the 
church that hurt you becomes the beginning of a drift that takes you off the narrow road 
entirely. 

“God is not your pastor. Your pastor is not God. Confusing the two is one of the enemy’s 
most effective strategies for getting wounded believers to abandon the faith.” 
  — A.W. Tozer 

Tozer’s distinction is not a subtle one, but it requires active, sustained effort to maintain in 
the aftermath of religious wounding. Because the pastor’s voice and God’s voice have been 
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so closely associated — because the congregation’s embrace and God’s embrace have felt 
like the same thing for so long — the separation of those two realities is an act of 
theological and emotional surgery that most wounded believers cannot perform alone. 

Let’s be explicit about what this distinction means in practice: 

You can leave a church without leaving Jesus.  The church you attended is not the 
Church Jesus died for. It is one imperfect expression of it, shaped by human leadership, 
human culture, and human failure. Your departure from it, however painful and however 
justified, does not sever you from the Head of the body. 

You can be done with a pastor without being done with God.  The pastor who wounded 
you spoke for God in your experience. But they did not exhaust God. Their failure is a 
human failure inside a divine story that is larger than their chapter in it. 

You can need a season of distance from institutional church without abandoning the 
community of faith.  There are believers who, in the aftermath of deep wounding, need 
time away from the formal structures of church life before they can re-engage without re-
traumatization. This is a pastoral reality, not a theological failure. The body of Christ is 
larger than any building. 

You cannot, without great spiritual danger, allow the wound to become your 
permanent address.  Leaving the wounding church is a step. Staying on the road is the 
ongoing journey. The believer who has been wounded by the church still needs the 
community of faith, still needs the disciplines, still needs the Word and the prayer and the 
accountability. The specific congregation may change. The road does not. 

“And let us consider how to stimulate one another to love and good deeds, not forsaking 
our own assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another; and all 
the more as you see the day drawing near.”  — Hebrews 10:24–25 (NASB) 

The writer of Hebrews knew that some people forsake the assembled community. The 
warning is not addressed to the apostate or the hostile. It is addressed to the ordinary 
believer who, for reasons the text does not specify, has developed the habit of absence. 
Wounded believers are not excluded from this warning — but they are owed an 
acknowledgment that the community they return to must be one where this kind of 
stimulation toward love and good deeds is actually possible. Returning to the assembly 
that wounded you is not always the right answer. Returning to an assembly — a genuine, 
grace-saturated, Christ-centered gathering of broken people who are honestly trying — is. 

—  •  — 
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4.4  Unforgiveness as a Road Block 

There is a mechanism by which the wound, if not addressed, becomes the chain. 

The believer who was hurt by the church left the building. But they did not leave the wound. 
They carried it with them onto the broad road, where it became the organizing story of their 
spiritual life — the reason they left, the justification for their distance, the evidence that the 
narrow road is not what it claimed to be. And the wound, nurtured in unforgiveness, began 
to do something the original offense never could have done alone: it began to hold the 
believer in place, on the wrong road, with the gravity of bitterness. 

“My heavenly Father will also do the same to you, if each of you does not forgive his brother 
from your heart.”  — Matthew 18:35 (NASB) 

The parable that precedes this verse — the unmerciful servant who was forgiven an 
unpayable debt and then refused to extend the smallest forgiveness to a fellow servant — 
is among the most sobering Jesus ever told. Its conclusion is not comfortable: the servant 
who refused forgiveness was handed over to the torturers until he should repay all that was 
owed. The torturers, in this context, are not eternal agents of punishment. They are the 
internal tormentors of a life imprisoned by unforgiveness: the bitterness, the rehearsed 
grievances, the ongoing fury, the inability to move forward, the way the wound colonizes 
every subsequent relationship and every new encounter with the church. 

Unforgiveness does not punish the offender. The offender may be entirely unaware of it, 
entirely unbothered by it, entirely moving on with their life while the wounded believer 
remains frozen in the moment of the wound, replaying it, nursing it, building the case 
against it with ever-increasing sophistication. Unforgiveness imprisons the one who holds 
it. It is the chain the wounded believer forged, link by link, out of every justified grievance — 
and it is the chain that keeps them on the broad road far longer than the original wound 
ever could have. 

“Forgiveness is not an occasional act; it is a permanent attitude.” 
  — Martin Luther King Jr. 

“To forgive is to set a prisoner free and discover that the prisoner was you.” 
  — Lewis B. Smedes, Forgive and Forget 

Smedes’ image is perhaps the most useful one available for helping wounded believers 
understand what forgiveness actually does. It is not primarily a gift to the offender — 
though it may benefit them. It is the release of the one who was offended from the 
obligation of ongoing prosecution. It is the decision to stop serving as the judge, jury, and 
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warden of the person who hurt you, and to hand that case to the only One qualified to 
adjudicate it justly. 

Several critical distinctions must be made here, because the misunderstanding of 
forgiveness is itself a barrier to it: 

Forgiveness is not the same as reconciliation.  Reconciliation requires two willing parties 
and safe conditions. Forgiveness requires only the one who was wounded. You can forgive 
a person you will never speak to again. You can forgive a person who has never 
acknowledged what they did. You can forgive someone who is dangerous and with whom 
reconciliation would be unwise. Forgiveness releases your grip on the offense. It does not 
necessarily restore the relationship. 

Forgiveness is not the denial of the wound.  To forgive is not to say that what was done 
was acceptable, or that the pain was not real, or that the offense was minor. It is to say: this 
was real, and it was wrong, and I am releasing it to God rather than carrying it myself. The 
wound is acknowledged. The obligation of unforgiveness is released. 

Forgiveness is not a feeling you wait for.  The common experience of people who have 
been deeply wounded is that they do not feel like forgiving. They may never feel like 
forgiving. Forgiveness is not an emotion — it is a decision, made and often remade, that is 
extended in obedience before the feeling arrives. The feeling, in many cases, follows the 
decision over time. It is not a precondition of it. 

The cross is the only place where wounds can truly be laid down.  This is the deepest 
truth about forgiveness for the believer. We are not asked to forgive from our own resources 
of magnanimity or emotional generosity. We are asked to forgive from the inexhaustible 
surplus of a grace we ourselves have received — the grace of the One who, at 
immeasurable cost, forgave us a debt we could not repay. We forgive because we have 
been forgiven. The cross does not make the wound trivial. It makes forgiveness possible. 

“Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has 
forgiven you.”  — Ephesians 4:32 (NASB) 

—  •  — 

4.5  The God Who Tends the Wounded 

Everything in this chapter has been moving toward this section. Because above the 
anatomy of wounds, above the mechanics of drift, above the critical distinctions and the 
hard truths about forgiveness — there is a God who has been present in every moment of 
your wounding, who saw what was done to you, who has not dismissed it or minimized it or 
demanded that you get over it on a timetable convenient for someone else. 
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There is a God who runs toward the wounded. 

“The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit.”  — 
Psalm 34:18 (NASB) 

The Hebrew word translated “brokenhearted” is רֵי־לֵב בְׁ  literally, those — (nishberei-lev) נִשְׁ
whose heart has been shattered, broken into pieces. This is not the language of mild 
disappointment or spiritual dryness. It is the language of devastation. And the declaration 
is stunning in its specificity: the LORD is near to them. Not distant from them. Not waiting 
for them to reassemble themselves before He draws close. Near. Present. In the breaking. 

And “crushed in spirit” — ַַכאֵי־רוּח  describes those who have been — (dak’ei ruakh) דּדְׁ
ground down, pulverized, reduced by what they have endured. The word was used of grain 
crushed under a millstone. And to these, to the ground-down and the pulverized and the 
shattered, the psalm makes its extraordinary claim: He saves them. Not eventually. Not 
after they have demonstrated sufficient spiritual recovery. He saves. 

“Jesus never said ‘blessed are those who are never hurt.’ He said ‘blessed are those who 
mourn, for they shall be comforted.’ The comfort is real. But you have to come to Him for it.” 
  — Henri Nouwen, The Wounded Healer 

Nouwen’s point is as gentle as it is necessary: the comfort is real, but it is directional. It 
flows toward those who bring their mourning to Jesus, not to those who carry it in isolation 
on the broad road. The Beatitude does not say “blessed are those whose mourning 
eventually resolves itself,” or “blessed are those who work through their grief in their own 
way on their own timeline.” It says they shall be comforted — with the implication of One 
who comforts, One toward whom the mourner must turn. 

The God who tends the wounded is not a vague spiritual comfort. He is the Good Shepherd 
of Ezekiel 34 who came in person to do what the human shepherds refused to do — who 
sought the lost, bound up the broken, strengthened the sick. He is the Jesus of John 11 who 
stood at Lazarus’s tomb and wept, not because He did not know what He was about to do, 
but because the grief of the people He loved moved Him to tears before it moved Him to 
power. He is the Jesus of John 21 who met Peter — the disciple who had denied Him three 
times, who had every reason to expect condemnation or at least a long season of probation 
— on a beach with a charcoal fire and breakfast already cooking. 

Not with a lecture. Not with a list of conditions. With breakfast. With the smell of fish and 
the warmth of a fire and three questions that restored rather than condemned. This is the 
God who meets the wounded believer who has been on the broad road. 

“He heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds.”  — Psalm 147:3 (NASB) 
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The binding of wounds is a medical image — the careful, skillful wrapping of an injury to 
stop the bleeding and allow the slow work of healing to begin. God does not simply declare 
the wound healed and move on. He binds it. He stays with the process. He is present to the 
long, unglamorous, nonlinear work of recovery that genuine healing requires. 

If you are reading this chapter as someone who has been wounded by the church — deeply, 
genuinely, with lasting damage — I want to say something to you as directly as I know how: 

Your wound is real. What was done to you was wrong. God is not asking you to pretend 
otherwise. He is not asking you to rush your healing or to perform a forgiveness you do not 
yet have the resources to extend. He is not asking you to return to the community that hurt 
you, or to the leader who damaged you, or to the institution that failed you. 

He is asking you — gently, persistently, across whatever distance the wound has created 
between you — to let the distinction between the humans who failed you and the God who 
has not. To let the failure of the shepherds increase your hunger for the Good Shepherd 
rather than your distance from Him. To let the experience of what community should have 
been and wasn’t draw you toward what it still can be, somewhere, with people who have 
also been wounded and are also limping home. 

The narrow road is not the road of perfect churches and flawless pastors. It never was. It is 
the road of broken, grace-dependent people following a Christ who Himself was wounded 
— pierced and crushed and cut off — so that the wounded would never have to walk 
toward healing alone. 

“The great illusion of leadership is to think that man can be led out of the desert by 
someone who has never been there.” 
  — Henri Nouwen, The Wounded Healer 

The One leading you back to the narrow road has been in every desert you have walked. He 
has been in the wound. He has been in the betrayal. He has been in the abandonment and 
the shame and the long silence after the wounding when God seemed to have nothing to 
say. He was there. He is here. And the road home, however far you have walked from it, runs 
through the heart of the One who was broken so that the broken could be mended. 

Come. He is already near. 

—  •  — 

“Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest. Take My yoke 
upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for 
your souls.”  — Matthew 11:28–29 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

PART TWO  —  How Believers End Up on the Wrong Road 

Chapter Five 

Seduced by the World — Drift Through Cultural Assimilation 

—  •  — 

“And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, 
so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and 
perfect.”  — Romans 12:2 (NASB) 

 

The world does not announce itself as a threat. 

This is what makes it so effective. If the world presented itself to the believer the way it 
actually is — as a competing system of values, a rival kingdom with rival loves and rival 
definitions of the good life, an alternative formation project working in direct opposition to 
the formation the Holy Spirit is trying to accomplish — most sincere believers would 
recognize the danger and respond accordingly. We would guard ourselves. We would be 
alert. We would treat the cultural air we breathe with the same caution we would give to a 
slowly leaking gas line. 

But the world does not announce itself. It arrives as an invitation. To comfort. To pleasure. 
To relevance. To belonging. It presents its values not as values but as obvious common 
sense — as the natural, mature, sophisticated position that any thoughtful person would 
eventually arrive at. It offers the believer not a dramatic crossroads where they must 
choose between God and the culture, but a series of small, reasonable, entirely defensible 
adjustments that, taken together, produce a life indistinguishable from that of the people 
around them. 

And the believer who has been gradually, imperceptibly assimilated into the culture often 
does not know it — because the assimilation happened slowly enough that each step felt 
like the same person they always were, just a little more relaxed, a little more open-
minded, a little more realistic about how the world works. They did not fall into the world. 
They were seduced by it. And seduction, by its nature, feels nothing like danger. 
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This chapter examines how that seduction works, what it produces in the believer’s life, 
and why Paul’s command in Romans 12:2 is one of the most urgent in the New Testament. 

—  •  — 

5.1  Worldliness: A Biblical Definition 

Before we can diagnose the problem, we need to reclaim the word. “Worldliness” has been 
so thoroughly domesticated by the Christian subculture — used primarily to identify 
specific behavioral taboos that vary by denominational tradition and cultural era — that it 
has largely lost its biblical force. In different communities and different generations, 
worldliness has meant dancing, movies, playing cards, certain styles of music, mixed 
swimming, wearing jewelry, working on Sunday, or drinking alcohol. These debates, 
whatever their merits in specific contexts, have consistently missed the weight of what the 
New Testament is actually addressing when it speaks of the world. 

The Greek word is κόσμος (kosmos). In the New Testament, particularly in John’s writings, it 
carries a specific theological meaning that goes far beyond the physical creation. The 
kosmos is the organized system of values, assumptions, priorities, and loves that 
characterizes human society in its orientation away from God. It is not the planet. It is not 
culture in a neutral sense. It is what the world has become under the influence of its “ruler” 
(John 12:31) — an integrated, internally coherent system that offers human beings 
everything they want except the one thing they most need: God Himself. 

John makes the stakes explicit: 

“Do not love the world nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the 
Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes 
and the boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from the world.”  — 1 John 2:15–
16 (NASB) 

The structure of John’s warning is important. He does not say: avoid specific sinful 
behaviors. He says: do not love the world. The problem is not primarily behavioral. It is, as 
always in Scripture, a problem of love — of what has captured the affections, what holds 
the heart’s highest devotion, what the life is organized around. And the diagnosis he offers 
is binary and unambiguous: if the world holds your love, the Father’s love is absent. Not 
diminished. Not in competition. Absent. These two loves cannot cohabit the heart at full 
strength. The world’s love and the Father’s love are zero-sum in the interior life of the 
believer. 

This is a harder truth than most churches preach, and it is exactly the truth that the 
culturally assimilated believer most needs to hear. The question is not whether you have 
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eliminated every worldly influence from your life. The question is whether the world holds 
your love. Whether its values have become your values. Whether its definition of the good 
life is the definition you are actually living by. Whether the things it offers — comfort, 
pleasure, status, approval, security, ease — have displaced the things of God in the 
hierarchy of your actual, lived affections. 

“The world has changed methods, but not message. Every generation faces the same 
invitation: be conformed to us. The question is always whether the Christian has a counter-
offer.” 
  — Francis Schaeffer, The Great Evangelical Disaster 

Schaeffer wrote those words in 1984, but they describe the present moment with uncanny 
precision. The world’s methods of invitation have become incomparably more 
sophisticated — algorithmically targeted, emotionally calibrated, present on every screen 
and in every ear at every moment. But the message has not changed by a syllable: be 
conformed to us. Adopt our values. Accept our definitions. Measure your life by our 
metrics. The invitation is the same as it has always been. The question is what the Church 
— and the individual believer — has to offer in response. 

Paul’s answer to that question is the counter-offer Schaeffer has in mind: do not be 
conformed, but be transformed. The transformation is not a self-improvement project. It is 
the ongoing renewal of the mind by the Spirit of God, through the Word of God, in the 
community of God’s people — a renewal that produces, over time, a human being who can 
“prove” — test and demonstrate — what the will of God is. Not merely know it intellectually. 
Embody it visibly, in the texture of a daily life that looks different from the surrounding 
culture because the Person being followed is different from the culture’s hero. 

—  •  — 

5.2  The Three Entry Points 

John’s taxonomy in 1 John 2:16 is not three random categories. It is a comprehensive map 
of the pathways through which the world gains access to the believer’s heart. Every form of 
worldly seduction — from the most obvious to the most subtle — enters through one of 
these three gates. Understanding them is not an academic exercise. It is the 
reconnaissance that makes defense possible. 

The Lust of the Flesh  —  ἡ ἐπιθυμία τῆς σαρκός — the craving of the fallen nature 

The Greek word ἐπιθυμία (epithumia) is often translated “lust,” but its range is broader than 
its most common English usage suggests. It means strong desire — the kind that overrides 
judgment, that insists on satisfaction regardless of consequence, that treats its own 
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gratification as the highest good. σάρξ (sarx), the flesh, is Paul’s term for the human nature 
operating apart from the Spirit of God — the dimension of personhood that wants what it 
wants without reference to God’s will or another person’s good. 

The lust of the flesh is the demand that physical appetites be satisfied without restraint and 
without account. It is the refusal of the body to submit to the lordship of Christ. In its most 
obvious forms, it presents as sexual immorality, substance abuse, gluttony, or the 
relentless pursuit of physical comfort above spiritual vitality. In its more culturally 
acceptable forms — forms that the broad road community does not recognize as lust at all 
— it presents as the conviction that personal comfort is a right, that physical pleasure is 
the primary measure of a good life, and that any spiritual discipline that imposes genuine 
bodily cost is extremism rather than obedience. 

The culture’s contribution to this entry point is the normalization and celebration of 
appetite. We live in a world that has declared appetite sovereign — that has made “I want” 
the ultimate moral authority and “it feels good” the ultimate ethical justification. The 
believer who has been assimilated into this framework does not feel worldly. They feel 
liberated. The cross-bearing that Jesus described as the nature of the narrow road feels, in 
this framework, like unnecessary self-punishment. And the comfort that the broad road 
offers feels, by contrast, like grace. 

The Lust of the Eyes  —  ἡ ἐπιθυμία τῶν ὀφθαλμῶν — the hunger that sees and covets 

The lust of the eyes is a broader category than it might first appear. It is not merely visual 
temptation — though it includes that. It is the orientation of the heart toward things on the 
basis of their appearance: what they look like, what they signal about their owner, what 
they represent in terms of status and achievement and the envy of others. It is the deep 
human hunger to have what someone else has, to be seen as someone who has it, and to 
measure the value of life by the accumulation and display of desirable things. 

In the contemporary world, the lust of the eyes has found its perfect instrument in the 
digital screen — a window onto an infinite gallery of things to want, lives to envy, standards 
to measure yourself against. Social media is, among other things, a precision instrument 
for the cultivation of covetousness — a platform on which everyone presents the curated 
best of their life and invites you to compare it to the unfiltered worst of yours. The 
comparison is always unfavorable. The craving it produces is always unsatisfied. And the 
believer who marinated in this environment without the counterweight of a Word that says 
“godliness with contentment is great gain” (1 Timothy 6:6) will find their capacity for 
contentment quietly eroded by the relentless stimulation of appetites that cannot be 
satisfied. 
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“But godliness actually is a means of great gain when accompanied by contentment. For 
we have brought nothing into the world, so we cannot take anything out of it either.”  — 1 
Timothy 6:6–7 (NASB) 

The believer who has drifted through the lust of the eyes is often a believer whose identity 
has migrated from what they are in Christ to what they have, drive, wear, live in, vacation at, 
and project onto the curated surfaces of their public life. They have not abandoned 
Christianity. They have simply added the world’s definition of a successful life as an 
additional goal — and found, gradually, that the pursuit of that goal crowds out the 
practices and priorities of the narrow road. 

The Boastful Pride of Life  —  ἡ ἀλαζονεία τοῦ βίου — the performance of a life meant to 
impress 

The Greek word ἀλαζονεία (alazoneia) describes the behavior of the ἀλαζών (alazon) — the 
braggart, the pretender, the person who claims more than they have and performs more 
than they are for the benefit of their audience. The boastful pride of life is the need to be 
seen, to be admired, to be validated by the assessment of others. It is the deep hunger for 
significance measured by the reactions of a watching world rather than by the verdict of the 
God who already knows everything about you and calls you beloved. 

In the age of social media, the alazon has found a global stage. The platform economy is 
built, at its structural level, on the monetization of human significance-hunger — on the 
creation of a feedback loop between performance and approval that is, for many users, 
genuinely addictive. The believer whose identity is rooted in the approval of the watching 
world has a problem that the world’s platform will never solve, because it is designed to 
perpetuate the hunger rather than satisfy it. Every post that receives validation produces a 
temporary relief followed by renewed anxiety. Every metric of approval becomes a new 
baseline that must be exceeded. The hunger grows. The platform feeds it. And the quiet, 
anonymous, unhurried walk of the narrow road — in which obedience happens before an 
audience of One, and faithfulness is measured not in likes but in love — begins to feel not 
just unexciting but invisible. 

“Humility is not thinking less of yourself; it is thinking of yourself less.” 
  — C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity 

Lewis’s redefinition of humility is the precise antidote to the boastful pride of life. The 
narrow road produces people who are progressively freed from the exhausting project of 
managing their own image — not by self-deprecation, but by the far more liberating 
discovery that their identity is secured in Christ and therefore does not require constant 
performance to sustain it. The broad road, by contrast, produces people whose entire 
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energy is consumed by the project of appearing, and who have no capacity left over for the 
quiet, costly, inglorious work of becoming. 

—  •  — 

5.3  Syncretism: When Faith Gets Mixed with Culture 

There is a form of cultural drift that is more dangerous than outright worldliness, precisely 
because it is less visible. It is syncretism — the blending of Christian faith with the values, 
assumptions, and priorities of the surrounding culture until the blend is so thorough that 
the original faith is no longer recognizable beneath the cultural overlay. 

The syncretic believer does not abandon Christianity. They renovate it. They keep the 
vocabulary, the identity, the community affiliation, and the general moral framework — but 
they systematically revise the content of the faith to bring it into alignment with what the 
surrounding culture considers reasonable, acceptable, and true. Doctrines that the culture 
finds offensive are quietly shelved. Ethical commitments that require countercultural living 
are reinterpreted as historically conditioned rather than universally binding. The God of 
Scripture is progressively reshaped to resemble the God the culture would prefer — 
affirming, therapeutic, entirely supportive of whatever the believer has already decided to 
do. 

“We have in our culture a new idolatry — the idolatry of the therapeutic. The goal of life is no 
longer holiness, but happiness; no longer sanctification, but self-actualization.” 
  — David Wells, No Place for Truth 

Wells identifies the specific form syncretism has taken in the contemporary West with 
surgical precision. The therapeutic worldview — which measures all things by their 
contribution to personal well-being, emotional comfort, and psychological health — has 
not replaced Christianity in many churches. It has colonized it from within. The result is a 
Christianity that sounds like the gospel but functions like therapy: God becomes the divine 
therapist whose primary job is to help you feel better about yourself, prayer becomes a tool 
for emotional regulation, and sanctification — the genuine, costly, Spirit-driven 
transformation of the human person into the likeness of Christ — is replaced by the gentler 
project of becoming a slightly more confident and self-aware version of yourself. 

This is the syncretism that has produced what sociologist Christian Smith called 
“Moralistic Therapeutic Deism” — the dominant actual religion of many people who 
nominally identify as Christian. Its core beliefs, as Smith summarized them: there is a God 
who created the world and watches over human life; God wants people to be good and nice 
and fair; the central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about oneself; God does not 
need to be particularly involved in one’s life except when needed to solve a problem; and 
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good people go to heaven when they die. This is not Christianity. But it is what Christianity 
becomes when the surrounding culture is allowed to define the terms. 

“If you want to know what a church really believes, don’t read its statement of faith. Watch 
what it’s willing to lose for.” 
  — Francis Schaeffer, The Great Evangelical Disaster 

Schaeffer’s test is devastating in its simplicity. The syncretic church — and the syncretic 
believer — has no convictions it is willing to lose anything for, because all convictions have 
been calibrated to cost nothing in the surrounding cultural environment. They hold to what 
the culture will tolerate, affirm what the culture affirms, and fall silent precisely at the 
points where the gospel and the culture are in direct, irresolvable conflict. The result is a 
faith that makes no enemies and makes no difference — a salt that has lost its savor, a light 
hidden under the bowl of cultural acceptability. 

“You are the salt of the earth; but if the salt has become tasteless, how can it be made salty 
again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled under foot by 
men.”  — Matthew 5:13 (NASB) 

The syncretism that Jesus warned against in Matthew 5 is not the dramatic apostasy of a 
believer who formally renounces the faith. It is the quiet chemical process by which the salt 
loses its defining property while still looking, from the outside, exactly like salt. The 
syncretic believer still identifies as Christian. They still attend church, still speak the 
language, still hold a nominal faith. But the transforming, preserving, distinctiveness-
producing quality of genuine faith — the saltiness that makes the presence of a believer in 
any room a different kind of presence — has been leached away by sustained immersion in 
a culture that neither knows nor values it. 

—  •  — 

5.4  The Frog in the Kettle: The Slow Warmth of Accommodation 

The most important thing to understand about cultural assimilation is that it is never 
experienced as a single decisive moment. It is a process of incremental accommodation — 
a series of small, individually survivable adjustments that accumulate, over time, into a 
comprehensively changed orientation. The frog in the kettle does not jump because the 
temperature rises slowly enough that the adjustment from last moment to this moment is 
always within the range of tolerance. It is only when you measure the distance from 
beginning to end that the magnitude of the change becomes visible. 

The believer undergoing cultural assimilation experiences the same dynamic. Each 
individual accommodation is defensible. Each adjustment feels like a maturation rather 
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than a departure. Each step toward the world feels like a step toward greater wisdom, 
nuance, and cultural fluency. It is only when the believer looks back — if they look back — 
that they can see how far they have traveled and how different the terrain looks from where 
they now stand. 

Let’s trace the four primary tracks along which this slow accommodation moves: 

 

Entertainment:  “that is offensive”  →  “that is acceptable” 

Moral convictions:  “what was clear”  →  “what is complicated” 

Theological distinctives:  “what was believed”  →  “what is debatable” 

Community:  “the people of God”  →  “the people of the world” 

 

The Entertainment Track 

The most common entry point for cultural accommodation is entertainment. What the 
believer watches, listens to, reads, and consumes for pleasure is rarely examined as a 
spiritual formation question — and the enemy has been extraordinarily patient about 
exploiting this blind spot. The gradual shift of entertainment choices — from content that 
once felt off-limits to content that now barely registers as different from anything else — is 
one of the most reliable indicators of cultural assimilation in progress. 

The shift happens in stages so small they are individually invisible. The show that was once 
too explicit becomes acceptable because the characters are interesting. The genre that 
was once spiritually troubling becomes familiar because the cultural conversation requires 
fluency in it. The content that once produced genuine discomfort in the conscience 
produces, over time, nothing at all. And what was once the signal of a calloused 
conscience — the absence of discomfort where discomfort once lived — is experienced, by 
the accommodated believer, as evidence of their own spiritual maturity. 

“The man who reads only for amusement or to kill time robs himself of the use of his 
intellect. But the man who cannot read at all is poor. Neither is as poor as the man who can 
read but has stopped reading the Bible.” 
  — Oswald Chambers, My Utmost for His Highest 

Chambers’ comparison lands differently in a screen-saturated age. Replace “reads” with 
“consumes content” and the diagnosis becomes almost unbearably precise. The believer 
who fills every available margin of their life with screen-mediated entertainment and gives 
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no time to the Word has not merely made a neutral preference choice. They have decided, 
in practice if not in principle, which voice gets to form them. And formation always 
happens. The only question is what we are being formed into. 

The Moral Convictions Track 

The softening of moral convictions under cultural pressure is perhaps the most spiritually 
consequential form of accommodation. It rarely presents as moral relativism. It presents 
as nuance. As maturity. As the recognition that these issues are more complex than they 
once seemed. As the discovery that thoughtful, sincere Christians hold a range of positions 
on these questions. As the growing discomfort with anyone who seems too certain about 
things that are, upon reflection, not as clear as you used to think. 

What the acculturated believer rarely notices is that their conviction-softening always 
moves in the direction of cultural pressure rather than against it. The positions that become 
“complicated” are always the ones that the surrounding culture finds offensive. The 
distinctives that become “debatable” are always the ones that cost something in the social 
environment. The direction of theological “maturation” is always, suspiciously, toward 
greater agreement with the world around them. This is not the pattern of Spirit-led growth, 
which produces people who look increasingly like Christ rather than increasingly like the 
culture. It is the pattern of accommodation. 

“See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, 
according to the tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the world, 
rather than according to Christ.”  — Colossians 2:8 (NASB) 

The Community Track 

One of the surest signs that cultural assimilation is well advanced is the gradual 
replacement of the believer’s primary community. The narrow road believer is embedded in 
relationships with people who share their faith, their convictions, and their direction of 
travel. These relationships provide both the accountability and the encouragement that the 
narrow road requires. The culturally assimilated believer, over time, finds that those 
relationships have faded in primacy and been replaced by relationships with people who 
share their current values — which, increasingly, are the culture’s values. 

This community shift is not typically deliberate. It is the natural result of the time and 
energy and emotional investment following the drift of the heart’s loves. The believer who 
loves comfort more than holiness will find themselves most at home with people who 
share that love. The believer who loves status and approval will gravitate toward 
communities that offer it. The believer who has accommodated their moral convictions will 
feel most comfortable with people who have made the same accommodations — because 
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those people will not ask the uncomfortable questions, will not notice the distance from 
the narrow road, and will not constitute any challenge to the new normal. 

“Do not be deceived: ‘Bad company corrupts good morals.’” 
  — 1 Corinthians 15:33, NASB 

Paul is citing a line from the Greek playwright Menander — a secular source affirming a 
spiritual truth that the surrounding culture had itself observed. The company you keep 
forms you. Not immediately, not dramatically, but reliably and over time. The believer who 
has allowed the community of faith to fade in favor of a community shaped by the world’s 
values has removed the primary human instrument of their sanctification and replaced it 
with a primary human instrument of their accommodation. The formation continues. The 
direction has simply reversed. 

—  •  — 

The Counter-Formation 

The answer to cultural assimilation is not cultural isolation. Jesus explicitly refused to pray 
that His followers would be taken out of the world (John 17:15). The narrow road does not 
lead to a monastery, and the salt’s saltiness is most needed precisely in the environments 
where the world’s bland conformity is most pervasive. The believer is called not to 
withdraw from the culture but to inhabit it differently — to be, as Peter writes, resident 
aliens (1 Peter 2:11) rather than assimilated natives. 

But inhabiting the culture differently requires a counter-formation strong enough to 
withstand the culture’s extraordinary forming power. You cannot resist a formation project 
you are unaware of. And the first step for the believer who has been gradually assimilated 
into the world’s values is not a dramatic renunciation but an honest seeing — the 
willingness to hold their current values, convictions, entertainment choices, community, 
and definition of the good life up against the light of the Word and ask the question Paul 
asked: am I being conformed? Or am I being transformed? 

The two processes are always simultaneously available. The culture is forming. The Spirit is 
transforming. The question is which one is winning the believer’s attention, affection, and 
submission. And the honest answer to that question is the beginning of the return to the 
narrow road. 

“The goal of the Christian life is not to avoid the world. It is to be so thoroughly formed by 
another world — the Kingdom of God — that your presence in this one constitutes a kind of 
invasion.” 
  — N.T. Wright, After You Believe 
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Wright’s image is the right one. The narrow road is not a retreat from the world. It is the 
formation of people who enter the world as agents of a different Kingdom — carrying 
different values, embodying different loves, operating by different measures of success and 
failure, oriented toward a different destination. The culturally assimilated believer has lost 
this distinctiveness. The return to the narrow road means reclaiming it — not as a 
performance of countercultural identity, but as the genuine, deep, Spirit-formed orientation 
of a life that has been transformed rather than conformed. 

The world will keep inviting. The invitation will always sound reasonable. The temperature 
will always be comfortable enough that the change from last moment to this moment 
seems within the range of tolerance. 

Pay attention. The harbor is farther away than it looks. 

—  •  — 

“But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s own 
possession, so that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out of 
darkness into His marvelous light.”  — 1 Peter 2:9 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

PART TWO  —  How Believers End Up on the Wrong Road 

Chapter Six 

The Compromise That Felt Like Wisdom — Drift Through Rationalization 

—  •  — 

“But encourage one another day after day, as long as it is still called ‘Today,’ so that none of 
you will be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.”  — Hebrews 3:13 (NASB) 

 

Of all the mechanisms by which sincere believers end up on the broad road, rationalization 
may be the most intellectually sophisticated and the most spiritually lethal. 

Neglect is passive. Wounds arrive from outside. Cultural assimilation is gradual and largely 
unconscious. But rationalization is active. It requires effort. It requires the deployment of 
the believer’s intelligence, their theological vocabulary, their knowledge of Scripture, and 
their genuine spiritual sincerity — all in the service of a conclusion the heart has already 
reached before the reasoning begins. It is the mind working diligently to give the will what it 
wants. And because it is intelligent work, dressed in the language of discernment and 
maturity and nuanced faith, it is extraordinarily difficult to detect from the inside. 

The rationalized drift is the drift that feels like growth. The believer who has rationalized 
their way to the broad road does not feel like someone who has compromised. They feel 
like someone who has finally understood. They have moved beyond the simplistic 
certainties of their earlier faith into a more sophisticated, more generous, more thoughtful 
engagement with a complex world. The narrow road, from the vantage point of the 
rationalized drift, looks not like the road they left but like the road they have outgrown. 

That is the precise genius and the precise danger of rationalization as a mechanism of drift. 
It does not merely move the believer off the road. It convinces them they were never on the 
right one to begin with. 

—  •  — 
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6.1  The Deceitfulness of Sin 

The writer of Hebrews, in one of the most psychologically precise phrases in all of 
Scripture, names the mechanism that makes rationalization possible: the deceitfulness of 
sin. Not the power of sin — though sin is powerful. Not the pleasure of sin — though sin is 
pleasurable. The deceitfulness of sin. The capacity of sin to present itself as something 
other than what it is. 

This is what separates sin from mere vice. A vice is a bad habit that knows it is bad. Sin, as 
the Scripture uses the word, is something more insidious: it is a force that actively 
misrepresents its own nature. It does not walk in the door announcing itself. It arrives in 
disguise. It wears the clothes of wisdom, of freedom, of grace, of maturity, of pastoral 
sensitivity, of theological sophistication. And the believer who encounters it in those 
clothes — trained to recognize sin in its obvious forms but not in its costumed ones — is 
extraordinarily vulnerable to its invitation. 

“The heart has its reasons, which reason does not know.” 
  — Blaise Pascal, Pensées 

Pascal wrote those words in the seventeenth century as a description of the relationship 
between the heart’s loves and the mind’s arguments. He understood something that 
neuroscience has since confirmed and that pastoral experience has always known: the 
conclusions of the heart typically precede the arguments of the mind. We do not reason 
our way to what we love. We love first, and then we reason in the direction of what we love 
— constructing after the fact the intellectual justification for a destination the heart had 
already chosen. 

This is the engine of rationalization. The heart, disordered by one of the mechanisms 
described in Chapter Two, has already moved in the direction of a lesser love — comfort, 
approval, ease, or pleasure. The mind, loyal to the heart’s direction of travel, now sets 
about constructing the argument that makes the movement respectable. The argument is 
not fabricated in any simple sense — the rationalizing believer is not consciously lying to 
themselves. They are sincerely reasoning. But the reasoning is downstream of a 
conclusion, not upstream of it. The destination was set by the heart. The intellect is 
providing the route. 

And here is what makes this so dangerous for the biblically literate believer: the better you 
know the Scripture, the more raw material you have available for constructing 
sophisticated rationalizations. The person who can cite chapter and verse, who knows the 
theological frameworks, who has read the relevant commentators — this person can build 
a far more convincing justification for their drift than the person with no theological 
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vocabulary at all. Knowledge of the Bible, in the service of a rationalizing heart, becomes 
one of the most effective instruments of self-deception available. 

“Men do not reject the Bible because it contradicts itself, but because it contradicts them.” 
  — E.Y. Mullins 

Mullins’s observation names the mechanism precisely. When a believer “discovers” that a 
passage they once understood clearly is actually more complex than it appeared — when 
they find that their earlier convictions were the product of cultural bias or poor 
hermeneutics or theological immaturity — the question worth asking is always: in which 
direction is the complexity pointing? If every newly discovered complexity happens to 
permit something the heart desires, the discovery is not theological growth. It is 
rationalization wearing theological clothing. 

—  •  — 

6.2  Common Rationalizations That Lead to Drift 

Rationalizations are not random. They cluster around specific phrases that recur across 
generations, cultures, and denominations with remarkable consistency. Learning to 
recognize the specific language of rationalization is one of the most practically useful skills 
a believer can develop — both for examining their own interior life and for walking alongside 
others who are drifting. 

The following five are among the most common and the most dangerous: 

 

“God wants me to be happy.” 

THE REFRAME: 

This rationalization works by substituting happiness for holiness as the primary will of God 
for the believer’s life. It is not entirely false — God does care about the joy of His people, 
and the Scriptures overflow with the promise of deep, lasting gladness for those who walk 
with Him. The problem is the definition of happiness being used. In the rationalization, 
happiness means the subjective feeling of personal comfort and satisfaction — the 
absence of difficulty, the presence of pleasant circumstances, the alignment of life with 
personal preference. And any arrangement that produces this subjective happiness is 
thereby baptized as God’s will. The Scripture Paul actually writes is devastating in its 
contrast: the will of God is your sanctification (1 Thessalonians 4:3). Not your comfort. Not 
your subjective happiness. Your sanctification — the progressive, often costly process of 
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being formed into the likeness of Christ. The God who wants you holy is also the God who 
promises you joy. But the joy follows the holiness. It is never a substitute for it. 

“Grace covers it.” 

THE DISTORTION: 

Of all the rationalizations on this list, this one is the most theologically sophisticated and 
the most spiritually lethal — because it takes the most glorious truth in all of Scripture and 
weaponizes it against the life that truth is meant to produce. Grace is real. Grace is radical. 
Grace does cover the sin of the believer who comes to God in genuine repentance. That 
grace is not the target of this section. The target is what Bonhoeffer called cheap grace — 
the grace we bestow on ourselves, in advance, as a license for the sin we intend to 
continue committing. The believer who says “grace covers it” without repentance, without 
genuine sorrow for the offense against God, without any movement of the will away from 
the sin, has not understood grace at all. They have used the doctrine of grace to construct 
an immunity from the very thing grace produces — the transformed life that no longer finds 
its comfort in the sin it has been freed from. 

“What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin so that grace may increase? May it never 
be! How shall we who died to sin still live in it?”  — Romans 6:1–2 (NASB) 

“Cheap grace is the grace we bestow on ourselves. Cheap grace is the preaching of 
forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, Communion 
without confession.” 
  — Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship 

Bonhoeffer wrote those words watching a church accommodate itself to National 
Socialism through precisely this mechanism: the invocation of grace to cover a corporate 
compromise that was in fact a catastrophic moral failure. The specific context has 
changed. The mechanism has not. Every generation produces its own version of cheap 
grace — its own theological framework for blessing what the conscience forbids. And every 
generation of rationalizing believers discovers, eventually, that the grace they bestowed on 
themselves was not grace at all. It was permission. And permission and grace are not the 
same thing. 

“The church is too legalistic.” 

THE MISUSE: 

This rationalization begins with a genuine and important insight — that legalism is real, that 
performance-based religion is spiritually damaging, that the church has sometimes laid 
burdens on believers that Scripture never intended. Chapter Four addressed those wounds 
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at length. The problem is when a legitimate critique of legalism becomes a blanket 
rejection of all accountability, all expectation, all community standards of behavior, and all 
pastoral authority to speak into a believer’s life. The rationalizing believer uses the specter 
of legalism to preemptively disqualify every voice that might challenge their compromises. 
Any standard becomes “legalistic.” Any accountability becomes “judgmental.” Any 
expectation becomes “performance-based religion.” The result is a faith that has 
immunized itself against correction — not because it has found a better way, but because it 
has decided that all correction is suspect. This is not freedom from legalism. It is freedom 
from obedience, dressed in the language of grace. 

“I’m still a good person.” 

THE WRONG COMPARISON: 

This rationalization operates by comparing the believer not to Christ — the actual standard 
of the narrow road — but to the people immediately around them, particularly those whose 
visible failures are more dramatic. By this measure, the rationalization is almost always 
successful, because there will always be someone worse. The man quietly abandoning his 
spiritual disciplines can always find someone who has abandoned his family. The woman 
accommodating her conscience to cultural pressure can always find someone who has 
formally apostatized. Relative righteousness is extraordinarily comfortable and profoundly 
misleading. The Scripture’s standard is not other fallen human beings. It is the character of 
Christ — against which every human being, however morally admirable by cultural 
standards, falls grievously short. Paul named this dynamic precisely: those who “measure 
themselves by themselves and compare themselves with themselves, are without 
understanding” (2 Corinthians 10:12). The good person comparing themselves to other 
people rather than to Christ has changed the target without noticing it — and declared 
victory against a standard they set themselves. 

“God understands.” 

THE PROJECTION: 

This is the rationalization of the exhausted believer — the person who has tried, has failed, 
has tried again, and has reached a place of moral fatigue where the effort required by 
obedience feels greater than the resources available to sustain it. In this context, “God 
understands” is not a statement about divine omniscience — which is true — but a 
projection of human tolerance onto divine holiness. It assumes that God’s understanding 
of the difficulty of obedience translates into His acceptance of continued disobedience. It 
conflates compassion with permissiveness, and confuses the God who is patient toward 
the struggling believer with a God who has lowered His standards because they are 
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inconvenient. The God of Scripture understands our weakness perfectly — which is 
precisely why He provided the Holy Spirit to supply what we cannot supply by effort alone. 
“God understands” is true. It is meant to drive us toward dependence on His resources, not 
away from the obedience He requires. When it functions as the latter, it has become a 
rationalization. 

—  •  — 

6.3  When Theology Becomes a Tool for Permission 

The five rationalizations above are relatively accessible — common enough that most 
believers can recognize them, at least in others if not in themselves. But there is a more 
sophisticated form that deserves its own section, because it is the one most likely to go 
undetected by the theologically educated believer. It is the use of theology itself as a tool 
for permission. 

The mechanism works like this: the believer has decided, at the level of the heart, that they 
want to do something their conscience has previously identified as sinful, or stop doing 
something their conscience has previously identified as required. The decision has been 
made — not with full conscious awareness, but in the deep place where the heart’s loves 
operate. Now the intellect goes to work. It begins searching — through commentaries, 
progressive theological voices, podcasts, books, carefully selected conversation partners 
— for a framework that legitimizes what the heart has already decided. And it finds one. 
There is always one available. 

The result is a believer who has not abandoned Scripture. They have quietly reversed the 
proper order of its authority: rather than bringing their desires under the judgment of the 
Word, they are bringing the Word under the service of their desires. The Scripture that once 
corrected them now confirms them. The theology that once challenged them now defends 
them. And the whole apparatus looks, from the outside and often from the inside, like 
genuine theological development. 

“For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their 
ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own 
desires, and will turn away their ears from the truth and will turn aside to myths.”  — 2 
Timothy 4:3–4 (NASB) 

Paul’s description in 2 Timothy 4 is not a picture of people who have abandoned theology. It 
is a picture of people deeply invested in it — actively accumulating teachers, clearly 
engaging with doctrine, not walking away from the intellectual life of the faith. What they 
have done is subtler: they have inverted the authority structure. The ear is no longer being 
disciplined by the truth. The truth is being selected to please the ear. The teachers are not 
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being evaluated by the soundness of their doctrine. They are being accumulated on the 
basis of their capacity to confirm what the hearer already wants to believe. 

“A man who is eating or lying with his wife or preparing to go to sleep in humility, 
thankfulness and temperance, is, by Christian standards, in an infinitely higher state than 
one who is listening to Bach or reading Plato in a state of pride.” 
  — C.S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters 

Lewis’s point, delivered through the mouth of a senior demon advising a junior one, cuts to 
the heart of theological rationalization’s fundamental error: the substitution of intellectual 
activity for actual obedience. The rationalizing believer is often extraordinarily intellectually 
active — reading, discussing, developing their theological framework, engaging seriously 
with complex questions. All of this activity can produce the convincing appearance of a 
vibrant spiritual life while the actual business of the narrow road — the daily self-denial, the 
cross-bearing, the costly following of Jesus — is deferred, excused, or redesignated as 
unnecessary by the very theological framework being constructed. 

The diagnostic question for the believer who suspects they may be using theology as a tool 
for permission is not “Is my new theological position technically defensible?” Almost any 
position is defensible to a sufficiently motivated intellect with sufficient access to 
secondary sources. The question is: in which direction is my theology consistently 
pointing? Is my theological development producing greater Christlikeness, greater 
obedience, greater willingness to take up the cross at personal cost? Or is it consistently 
producing greater permission for what I already wanted to do and greater relief from what I 
always found costly? The direction of travel is the diagnostic. 

—  •  — 

6.4  The Role of Community in Sustaining Rationalization 

Rationalizations are private in their origin but social in their maintenance. A rationalization 
held alone, in silence, without community reinforcement, is a far more fragile thing than 
one that is shared, affirmed, and mutually validated by a group making the same 
accommodations. The rationalizing believer instinctively understands this, and one of the 
most reliable signs that drift through rationalization is well advanced is the gradual, 
unconscious curation of a community of people who share the rationalizations and will not 
challenge them. 

This community curation is rarely deliberate in its early stages. It begins as a natural drift 
toward people who feel comfortable, ask few difficult questions, and whose own 
accommodations make the believer’s accommodations seem unremarkable by 
comparison. The narrow-road community — with its accountability, its expectations, its 
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people who know the believer well enough to notice the changes — gradually becomes 
uncomfortable. Not because those people are unkind. Because they can see too clearly. 
And the rationalizing believer is not yet ready to be seen. 

So the community shifts. And as it shifts, the rationalizations become more stable — not 
because they have been examined and found to be true, but because the community that 
might have examined them has been replaced by one that has agreed not to. 

 

Accountability partners who hold no one accountable  —  the relationship that looks like 
accountability without producing its fruit 

The mutual accountability of genuine Christian friendship is one of the most powerful 
instruments of sanctification available to the believer. But when both parties in an 
accountability relationship are drifting in the same direction, the relationship produces a 
counterfeit of accountability — the language, the check-ins, the prayer, all present, all 
genuine in their relational warmth, but with a tacit agreement that certain things will not be 
named. The accountability partner who is making the same compromises does not 
challenge those compromises. They normalize them. And the believer leaves every 
accountability conversation feeling affirmed rather than examined. 

Churches that preach comfort without challenge  —  the congregation shaped by the 
audience rather than the Word 

The church that Paul warned about in 2 Timothy 4 — the one accumulating teachers 
according to its desires — does not advertise itself as a church that has compromised the 
gospel. It advertises itself as grace-centered, culturally relevant, and free from legalism. Its 
preaching is warm and accessible. Its community is welcoming and non-judgmental. Its 
worship is excellent. What is absent, consistently and structurally, is the prophetic voice 
that speaks the whole counsel of God into the congregation’s life — including the parts that 
challenge, correct, and require genuine response. The congregation that is never made 
uncomfortable by its church is a congregation being formed by its preferences rather than 
by the Word. 

Friends whose own compromises provide mutual cover  —  the community of 
affirmation whose unity is built on shared drift 

The most insidious form of rationalizing community is the group whose cohesion is built on 
the shared validation of each member’s compromises. Each person’s drift legitimizes the 
others’. The group develops a shared narrative — about the failures of the institutional 
church, about the immaturity of more conservative believers, about the sophistication of 
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their own more nuanced position — that functions as a collective rationalization. No 
individual in the group is strong enough to challenge another, because any challenge would 
threaten the entire structure of mutual affirmation that holds the community together. 

 

“Do not be deceived: ‘Bad company corrupts good morals.’”  — 1 Corinthians 15:33 
(NASB) 

Paul is quoting the Greek playwright Menander — a secular voice affirming a spiritual truth 
the surrounding culture had independently observed. The company we keep forms us. Not 
because our companions are controlling or manipulative, but because the human person 
is a communally shaped being who absorbs the values, assumptions, and moral 
frameworks of the people they spend the most time with. The rationalizing believer who has 
curated a community of affirmers has not escaped formation. They have simply changed 
the direction it is moving. 

The antidote to a rationalizing community is not isolation. It is the willingness to remain in 
relationship with people who love you enough to tell you the truth — and the courage to 
stay in those conversations even when the truth is uncomfortable. Genuine Christian 
friendship is one of the most powerful safeguards against rationalization precisely because 
it refuses the agreement to stay comfortable. It insists on seeing the person as they 
actually are rather than as they would prefer to be seen. 

“Wounds from a friend can be trusted, but an enemy multiplies kisses.” 
  — Proverbs 27:6, NIV 

Solomon’s proverb names the distinction the rationalizing believer most needs to hear. The 
friend who wounds — who says the thing that disrupts the comfort, who names what 
everyone else has agreed not to name, who refuses to validate the drift because they love 
the person too much to participate in it — is worth more than a community of people 
whose affirmation costs nothing and changes nothing. The kisses of the enemy are 
comfortable. The wounds of the friend are trustworthy. And the narrow road, in every 
generation, is most reliably walked in the company of people who love you enough to be 
trusted with the truth about where you actually are. 

—  •  — 

The Mirror That Rationalization Hates 

Every rationalization has the same weakness regardless of the specific form it takes: it 
cannot survive honest examination in the light of Scripture, held in the company of people 
who love you and are not invested in your drift. 



73 
 

The rationalization depends on two things: the absence of honest self-examination, and the 
presence of a community that will not provide it. Remove either of those conditions, and 
the rationalization begins to dissolve. Not immediately — the heart’s loves do not change in 
a single moment of clarity. But the process of dissolution begins when the light gets in. 

The writer of Hebrews, after warning about the deceitfulness of sin, offers the prescription: 

“But encourage one another day after day, as long as it is still called ‘Today,’ so that none of 
you will be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.”  — Hebrews 3:13 (NASB) 

Day after day. Not occasionally. Not in crisis. Day after day the community of faith is to 
function as a mutual safeguard against the sophisticated self-deception that the 
deceitfulness of sin makes possible. This is why the daily disciplines of prayer and 
Scripture — which put the believer’s desires under the authority of a Word they did not 
write and cannot revise — are so essential to the fight against rationalization. And this is 
why genuine, truth-telling Christian community — the kind where someone knows you well 
enough and loves you enough to ask the uncomfortable question — is not a luxury of the 
serious believer but a necessity. 

The rationalization that has been named is the rationalization that has lost most of its 
power. Name yours. Bring it into the light. Find the friend who will speak the truth about it. 
And receive that truth as the grace it is — however much it wounds — because the friend 
who wounds you in the service of truth is doing for you what no community of affirmers 
ever could. 

They are keeping you on the narrow road. 

—  •  — 

“For the word of God is living and active and sharper than any two-edged sword, and 
piercing as far as the division of soul and spirit, of both joints and marrow, and able to judge 
the thoughts and intentions of the heart.”  — Hebrews 4:12 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

PART TWO  —  How Believers End Up on the Wrong Road 

Chapter Seven 

The Weight of Unconfessed Sin — Drift Through Hidden Failure 

—  •  — 

“When I kept silent about my sin, my body wasted away through my groaning all day long. 
For day and night Your hand was heavy upon me; my vitality was drained away as with the 
fever heat of summer.”  — Psalm 32:3–4 (NASB) 

 

There is a weight that the Scripture describes with more anatomical precision than almost 
any other spiritual experience. 

It is not the weight of grief, though it often masquerades as grief. It is not the weight of 
depression, though it produces many of the same symptoms. It is not the weight of 
burnout, though it exhausts in similar ways. It is the specific, particular, unmistakable 
weight of unconfessed sin — the thing that David describes in Psalm 32 with such visceral 
accuracy that every believer who has carried it recognizes themselves in his words. The 
groaning that has no clean outlet. The sense of God’s hand pressing down, heavy and 
unrelenting. The vitality drained away not by illness or circumstance but by the effort of 
maintaining silence about something that does not want to stay silent. 

Unconfessed sin does not sit quietly. This is one of the things every sincere believer who 
has tried to manage hidden failure privately eventually discovers: the hidden thing has an 
agenda of its own. It does not remain where it is placed. It grows. It shapes the believer’s 
interior life in ways they do not fully see until the damage is already extensive. It creates 
distance between the believer and God that the believer experiences not as the 
consequence of a specific sin but as a vague spiritual numbness, a sense that the narrow 
road has become inaccessible without being able to name exactly why. 

And it drives them, with a gravity they rarely recognize as gravity, toward the broad road. 

Not because they have decided to abandon God. But because the broad road is the only 
road where the secret can be kept without constant exposure. Because the narrow road 
community is the place where the secret is most at risk. Because the distance the secret 
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requires is most easily maintained in the company of people who are not asking the right 
questions — or any questions at all. 

This chapter is about that gravity. About how it works, where it leads, and how the 
extraordinary mercy of God has provided precisely the remedy that the hidden-sin believer 
most fears and most needs. 

—  •  — 

7.1  The Anatomy of Hidden Sin 

David’s description in Psalm 32 is worth reading as a clinical account before we read it as a 
spiritual one — because its precision is one of the things that makes it so powerful. He is 
not speaking in abstractions. He is describing a body. His body. Under the physical, 
measurable consequences of spiritual concealment. 

His body wasted away. His groaning continued all day long. God’s hand was heavy upon 
him, day and night. His vitality — the Hebrew שַדי  — his moisture, his life-force ,(leshadi) לְׁ
was drained away as in the heat of summer. These are not metaphors for vague spiritual 
malaise. They are the description of a man under the physiological weight of maintaining a 
secret that was actively working against him. 

Modern medicine has confirmed what David described experientially three thousand years 
ago: the psychological burden of concealment produces measurable physiological stress. 
The human nervous system registers the effort of maintaining a false presentation — of 
being one person on the outside while another on the inside — as a form of chronic threat, 
with all the cortisol and immune suppression and exhaustion that chronic threat produces. 
David was not being dramatic. He was being precise. Hidden sin is embodied suffering. 

But the spiritual dimension is even more significant than the physiological one. Notice 
what David says caused his body to waste away: not the sin itself, but the silence. “When I 
kept silent about my sin.” The sin was present in both the silent and the confessed seasons 
of his life. The difference — the thing that produced the groaning and the heaviness and the 
drained vitality — was the active, effortful, daily maintained decision to keep it hidden. The 
problem was not the failure. It was the silence around the failure. 

“Unconfessed sin is always growing. It is never static. You are either confessing it and being 
freed from it, or it is deepening its hold on you.” 
  — John Owen, The Mortification of Sin 

Owen’s claim is one of the most important and least comfortable things in this chapter: 
there is no neutral position with unconfessed sin. It does not remain where you put it. It 
does not stay the same size. It does not wait patiently while you summon the courage to 
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address it. It grows. The grip deepens. The weight increases. The distance from the narrow 
road expands. Every day of concealment is a day in which the sin consolidates its hold on 
the believer’s heart, shapes more of their interior landscape, and makes the prospect of 
confession feel more impossible than it did the day before. 

This is why the enemy is so invested in the maintenance of concealment. He does not need 
the believer to make a dramatic departure from the faith. He needs only to keep the 
confession from happening long enough that the sin becomes the believer’s new normal, 
that the broad road becomes familiar, and that the narrow road community becomes the 
last place the believer would choose to go. Concealment is the mechanism by which a 
single failure becomes a permanent drift. 

What kinds of hidden sin produce this gravitational pull toward the broad road? The answer, 
in pastoral experience, is: almost any sin that is accompanied by significant shame. Sexual 
sin is perhaps the most common — not because it is more serious than other sins in any 
absolute theological sense, but because the cultural shame attached to it is so intense 
that confession feels uniquely catastrophic. But addiction, financial dishonesty, relational 
betrayal, private bitterness, undisclosed past decisions that affect present relationships, 
ongoing struggles with material sin — any of these, carried alone in silence, can produce 
the drift this chapter describes. 

The common factor is not the specific sin. It is the silence. And the silence is maintained by 
shame. 

—  •  — 

7.2  How Hidden Sin Drives the Drift 

The mechanism by which hidden sin produces drift from the narrow road is not 
complicated, but it is worth tracing in some detail — because the believer who is 
experiencing it almost never understands what is happening. They experience the drift as a 
series of individually explainable movements. Taken together, those movements form a 
coherent story whose logic is entirely hidden from them. 

The story moves through four recognizable stages: 

 

1.  The shame of hidden sin makes the believer feel unworthy of the narrow road. 

This is perhaps the most theologically dangerous stage, because it takes the genuine reality 
of guilt — the appropriate response of a conscience to sin — and converts it into something 
that works directly against the gospel’s remedy. Guilt says: you have done something 
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wrong, and it needs to be addressed. Shame says: you are someone wrong, and you do not 
belong among the people who are doing it right. Guilt is a signal pointing toward confession 
and restoration. Shame is a wall that stands between the sinful believer and the very 
community and practices that would produce that restoration. The hidden-sin believer, 
caught in shame rather than guilt, does not hear their failure as an invitation to the grace of 
the narrow road. They hear it as disqualification from it. They feel that they must earn their 
way back to a place of worthiness before they can return — which means, in practice, that 
they can never return, because the guilt of continued concealment always outruns 
whatever standard of private worthiness they have set. 

2.  The narrow road community feels like a place of exposure — so it is avoided. 

The community of the narrow road — with its disciplines of confession, accountability, 
mutual transparency, and shared pursuit of holiness — is precisely the environment most 
threatening to a maintained secret. The believer carrying hidden sin experiences the 
gathered community not as the place of healing they once knew it to be, but as a constant 
proximity to danger. Every sermon that touches the relevant theme feels like a direct 
address. Every accountability conversation feels like an interrogation with wrong answers 
available. Every honest question from a friend feels like a potential exposure. The relational 
warmth that once made the community attractive now feels like the warmth of a room 
where something important is hidden, and the warmth itself becomes a form of threat. 
Gradually, without deliberate decision, the believer begins to create distance. Attendance 
becomes irregular. Authentic relationship becomes more guarded. The community that 
was once the primary context of spiritual life becomes a place the believer visits with one 
part of themselves while keeping the rest carefully out of reach. 

3.  The broad road community asks no questions — so it becomes a refuge. 

Into the space created by the believer’s withdrawal from the narrow road community, the 
broad road community naturally moves. And the broad road community has one 
extraordinary advantage over the narrow road community from the perspective of the 
believer with a hidden secret: it does not ask the questions that threaten the secret’s 
safety. Not because it is deliberately incurious about sin — but because it does not have 
the framework, the relationship, or the investment in the believer’s holiness that would 
produce those questions in the first place. The believer can exist in the broad road 
community, be known by it, valued by it, even loved by it — and the secret is never at risk. 
This is experienced, initially, as relief. And relief, for a person who has been living under the 
weight of concealment, is profoundly attractive. The broad road becomes a refuge not 
because it offers anything positive — it does not offer healing, or freedom, or the 
restoration of broken relationship with God — but because it offers the absence of the 
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threat of exposure. And absence of threat, when you are exhausted by vigilance, feels like 
grace. 

4.  Over time, the identity shifts: ‘I am someone who belongs on the broad road.’ 

The final stage of this drift is the most insidious because it moves the problem from 
behavior to identity. The believer began by carrying a secret that they believed was 
inconsistent with who they really were — a person of faith, a follower of Jesus, a resident of 
the narrow road. The secret felt like a foreign object, something that did not belong and 
would eventually be removed. But over the months and years of concealment, as the broad 
road became familiar and the narrow road became distant, the believer’s self-
understanding quietly shifted. The secret was no longer a foreign object. It became part of 
the landscape of a self that now felt more at home on the broad road than on the narrow 
one. The believer stopped identifying as someone who was temporarily in the wrong place 
and started identifying as someone who was, perhaps, in the right place after all. This 
identity shift is the point at which the drift from a specific sin becomes a comprehensive 
departure from the narrow road — and the hardest to reverse, because it requires not 
merely confession of a specific failure but the reconstruction of an identity that has been 
reshaped by years of concealment. 

 

“Shame is a soul-eating emotion. It drives people underground, into isolation, and into a 
spiral of self-contempt that the enemy uses to keep them from the very grace that could set 
them free.” 
  — Brené Brown, Daring Greatly 

Brown’s observation — from a secular researcher whose work on shame has become 
widely influential — describes the spiritual mechanism with precision. Shame’s most 
reliable product is isolation. And isolation is the environment in which unconfessed sin 
finds its most fertile ground. The enemy does not need to tempt the believer back into the 
sin. He needs only to keep the shame functioning — to ensure that the prospect of 
confession remains more terrifying than the prospect of continued concealment. As long 
as the shame keeps the believer underground, the sin keeps growing. And the broad road 
keeps feeling more like home. 

—  •  — 

7.3  The Trap of Self-Sufficiency in Recovery 

At some point — usually at a crisis point, when the weight of concealment has become 
genuinely unsustainable — the believer carrying hidden sin makes a decision. They decide 
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to deal with it. They are going to stop. They are going to get their life together. They are going 
to return to the narrow road, to the disciplines, to the community, to the full engagement 
with God that they know they need. But they are going to do it privately. Without confession. 
Without involving anyone else. They will handle it themselves, present a cleaned-up version 
of themselves to the community when they are ready, and no one will need to know how far 
they actually went. 

This private recovery plan has a name in recovery culture: white-knuckling. And it has a 
failure rate that is, in pastoral experience and in clinical research, extraordinarily high. 

The failure is almost always inevitable, and the reason is not weakness of will. It is 
structural. The private recovery plan is an attempt to resolve a problem whose essential 
nature is communal and relational with a solution that is solitary and self-referential. 
Hidden sin creates damage at the level of relationship — with God and with the community 
of faith. The healing of that damage requires relational engagement — with God in genuine 
confession and with the community in honest disclosure. An entirely private recovery plan 
that bypasses both of these is not addressing the problem. It is managing the symptom 
while leaving the wound untouched. 

“We are as sick as our secrets.” 
  — Alcoholics Anonymous, maxim 

This phrase from recovery culture carries extraordinary theological resonance, and it maps 
precisely onto the dynamic that James 5:16 describes. The sickness of concealment is not 
merely the symptom — the behavioral manifestation of the hidden sin. It is the 
concealment itself. The secret is the sickness. And the only cure for a secret is its exposure 
— its removal from the darkness of the interior life into the light of honest relationship 
where it can no longer function as shame’s primary instrument of isolation. 

“Therefore, confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another so that you may be 
healed. The effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish much.”  — James 5:16 
(NASB) 

James’s instruction in this verse is one of the most countercultural sentences in the entire 
New Testament — not because the surrounding culture denies the reality of wrongdoing, 
but because it has no framework for the healing that genuine communal confession 
produces. The therapeutic culture offers private confession to a professional in a 
confidential context. The legal culture offers disclosure to a carefully selected audience in 
a carefully managed format. The Christian community, in James’s vision, offers something 
radically different: the mutual confession of real failures to real people in the context of a 
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real relationship — not for the purpose of exposure or judgment, but for the explicit 
purpose of healing. 

The Greek word translated “healed” here is ἴαθητε (iathēte) — a medical term used for the 
healing of a wound or illness. James is not speaking about emotional catharsis. He is 
speaking about a genuine, measurable, spiritually and personally real healing that takes 
place in the context of mutual honest confession and prayer. The private recovery plan 
cannot produce this. It cannot produce it not because the individual believer is not sincere 
or not capable, but because the healing James describes is structurally communal. It 
requires the other. It requires the confession out loud, to another person who will receive it, 
hold it, pray for it, and refuse to let it remain the organizing secret of the confessing 
believer’s life. 

The private recovery plan also fails because it consistently sets the condition of worthiness 
before the act of return — which means, in practice, that the return never happens. The 
believer will engage the narrow road fully again as soon as they have conquered this. They 
will confess when they have something better to show alongside the confession. They will 
rejoin the community when they have proven to themselves that they can sustain a clean 
season long enough to make the confession seem more like a past testimony than a 
present admission. And the condition is perpetually unmet, because the very act of trying 
to meet it through private effort, without the community structures and spiritual disciplines 
that could support genuine change, almost always produces another failure before the 
standard of worthiness is reached. 

“The prodigal son did not wait until he had cleaned himself up before returning to the father. 
He returned in his rags, with the smell of the pigsty still on him, and found the robe already 
waiting.” 
  — Henri Nouwen, The Return of the Prodigal Son 

Nouwen’s reading of the prodigal son parable is the precise theological antidote to the self-
sufficiency trap. The prodigal does not return having rehabilitated himself. He returns 
having failed so completely that self-rehabilitation is no longer even a theoretical option. 
He has run out of the resources of self-sufficiency entirely — which is the only condition in 
which many people finally come home. And he finds, at the boundary of his father’s 
property, a father who did not wait for the cleaned-up version. Who ran. Who covered the 
rags with a robe before the confession was even complete. Who threw a party for someone 
who was, by any reasonable standard, still covered in the evidence of his failure. 

This is the God who meets the believer with unconfessed sin who finally decides to come 
home. Not with a waiting period of demonstrated improvement. Not with conditions of 
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worthiness. With a robe already prepared. And the only thing required to receive it is the 
willingness to stop running in the wrong direction and start walking in the right one. 

—  •  — 

7.4  The Freedom of Confession and the Return of Joy 

Psalm 32 is not primarily a psalm about the weight of unconfessed sin. It is primarily a 
psalm about the relief of confession. David begins with the groaning and the wasting and 
the heavy hand of God — but only as the contrast that makes the central movement of the 
psalm so powerful. 

“I acknowledged my sin to You, and my iniquity I did not hide; I said, ‘I will confess my 
transgressions to the LORD’; and You forgave the guilt of my sin.”  — Psalm 32:5 (NASB) 

Notice the structure of the verse. I acknowledged. I did not hide. I said. Each verb is an 
action — a movement toward exposure rather than concealment. And the response: You 
forgave. The guilt of my sin. The same guilt that had been producing the groaning and the 
wasting and the drained vitality — lifted. Immediately. Not after a waiting period. Not after a 
sustained demonstration of improved behavior. “You forgave” is the response to “I 
acknowledged.” The timing is the same moment. The decision to stop hiding produces the 
forgiveness that the hiding had been delaying. 

But the psalm does not stop at forgiveness. It goes further — all the way to joy: 

“How blessed is he whose transgression is forgiven, whose sin is covered! How blessed is 
the man to whom the LORD does not impute iniquity, and in whose spirit there is no deceit!”  
— Psalm 32:1–2 (NASB) 

David begins the psalm — not ends it — with this declaration of blessedness. He is 
describing the state he has arrived at through confession, and he is placing its description 
at the front of the psalm as the frame through which everything else is read. The blessed 
man is not the man who never sinned. He is the man whose transgression has been 
forgiven, whose sin has been covered, in whose spirit there is no deceit — no hidden thing, 
no maintained concealment, no secret requiring daily management. The absence of deceit 
is described as a form of blessedness. Transparency before God — the condition of the 
confessed, forgiven believer — is joy. 

“The confession of evil works is the first beginning of good works.” 
  — Augustine of Hippo 

Augustine’s formulation is not a paradox. It is a sequencing principle. Confession is not the 
end of something — it is the beginning. The believer who has carried hidden sin for weeks 
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or months or years, and who finally brings it into the light through genuine confession, has 
not arrived at the lowest point of their spiritual life. They have arrived at the first moment of 
their recovery. Confession is not defeat. It is the first good work — the foundational act of 
honesty that makes every subsequent act of obedience possible. 

This is critical for the believer whose shame has convinced them that confession 
represents the worst possible outcome. Shame tells them that confession is the moment 
of maximum exposure, maximum humiliation, maximum loss — the moment at which 
everything they have been trying to protect is destroyed. The gospel tells them something 
entirely different: confession is the moment of maximum freedom, the moment at which 
the weight that has been crushing them is transferred to the One who was crushed in their 
place, the moment at which the secret that has been holding them on the broad road finally 
loses its gravity. 

Three things happen in genuine confession that the private recovery plan cannot produce: 

The secret loses its power.  The thing that shame uses to hold a believer in isolation — the 
fear of what would happen if anyone knew — is addressed at its root by the act of 
disclosure. Someone now knows. And the worst the hidden-sin believer feared, in most 
cases, does not happen. They are not destroyed by the disclosure. They are, often to their 
profound surprise, met with grace. And the secret, once spoken, can no longer terrify in the 
same way. The grip relaxes the moment the light enters. 

The relationship with God is restored.  David’s experience in Psalm 32 is not the 
exception. It is the pattern. The God who has been heavy-handed in His pursuit of the 
hidden-sin believer — the pressure, the groaning, the drained vitality — is not punishing the 
believer with that weight. He is pursuing them toward the confession that will restore the 
relationship the concealment has been damaging. The heaviness is not rejection. It is 
invitation. And when the believer responds to it with confession, the relationship that felt 
inaccessible becomes, in a single moment of honest disclosure, fully accessible again. 

The return to the narrow road becomes possible.  The gravity that has been pulling the 
believer toward the broad road — the shame, the avoidance of the narrow road community, 
the identity shift toward the broad road as home — does not disappear immediately with 
confession. The journey back to the narrow road takes time, and the road back is walked, 
not teleported. But confession removes the gravitational source. The weight that was 
making the broad road feel inevitable and the narrow road feel inaccessible is lifted when 
the secret is no longer a secret. And in the absence of that gravity, the narrow road — with 
its community and its disciplines and its living relationship with Jesus Christ — becomes 
available again. 
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“If we confess our sins, He is faithful and righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us 
from all unrighteousness.”  — 1 John 1:9 (NASB) 

John’s promise is one of the most comprehensively pastoral verses in the New Testament. 
The faithfulness and righteousness of God — not His tolerance or His resignation to human 
failure, but His covenant faithfulness and His holy righteousness — are the grounds of the 
forgiveness that confession receives. God’s character is the guarantee. The believer who 
confesses is not hoping that God will be in a good mood when they arrive. They are standing 
on a promise that has the character of God Himself behind it. He is faithful. He will forgive. 
He will cleanse. These are not aspirational statements. They are the settled, reliable, 
character-grounded commitments of the God who designed confession as the mechanism 
of restoration precisely because He intended for it to work. 

The believer with hidden sin who finally speaks it out loud — to God, to a trusted friend, to a 
pastor, to a counselor — is not doing the bravest thing they have ever done. They are doing 
the most liberating thing they have ever done. They are setting down the weight that has 
been crushing them, walking away from the broad road that the weight’s gravity has been 
pulling them toward, and turning their face back toward the harbor that was never as far 
away as the shame made it seem. 

Confession is not the end of the story. It is the beginning of the return. And the return — to 
joy, to freedom, to the living relationship with Jesus that the narrow road makes possible — 
is one of the most beautiful things that happens in a human life. 

—  •  — 

“I acknowledged my sin to You, and my iniquity I did not hide… and You forgave the guilt of 
my sin.” 
  — David, Psalm 32:5 (NASB) 

There is an entire theology of restoration in that ‘and.’ Acknowledgment. Transparency. 
Confession. And. Forgiveness. The sequence is reliable. The outcome is guaranteed. The 
God on the other end of that ‘and’ has never turned away a soul that came to Him in honest 
confession. 

He will not start with you. 

—  •  — 

“Therefore, let us draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, so that we may receive 
mercy and find grace to help in time of need.”  — Hebrews 4:16 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

PART TWO  —  How Believers End Up on the Wrong Road 

Chapter Eight 

Prosperity, Comfort, and the Seduction of Success — Drift Through Blessing 

—  •  — 

“Beware that you do not forget the LORD your God by not keeping His commandments and 
His ordinances and His statutes which I am commanding you today; otherwise, when you 
have eaten and are satisfied, and have built good houses and lived in them… then your 
heart will become proud and you will forget the LORD your God.”  — Deuteronomy 8:11–14 
(NASB) 

 

Not all drift begins in darkness. 

Every previous chapter in Part Two has described a road departure that begins with 
something recognizably difficult: neglect, wounding, cultural pressure, rationalization, 
hidden sin. These are roads that lead to the broad way through experiences the believer 
would, if they could, avoid. But this chapter describes something more paradoxical and, in 
many ways, more dangerous: drift that begins in blessing. Drift that begins with answered 
prayers, with financial provision, with professional success, with relational flourishing, with 
seasons of life that feel, from the inside, like evidence that God is profoundly pleased with 
you. 

It is perhaps the most disorienting form of drift precisely because it arrives wearing the face 
of God’s favor. The believer who is drifting through neglect at least has the awareness that 
something is wrong. The believer who is drifting through prosperity often does not. The 
prayers are being answered. The life is working. The bank account is growing. The career is 
advancing. The family is healthy and the house is beautiful and the calendar is full of good 
things. And beneath all of it, quietly, without announcement, the relationship with God that 
was once the organizing center of the believer’s life is being slowly displaced by the very 
blessings God provided. 

Moses warned Israel about precisely this moment — not in the wilderness, when the threat 
was obvious and the need for God was visceral, but in the land of promise, when the threat 
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was invisible and the need for God had become theoretical. His warning is one of the most 
prescient passages in all of Scripture for the prosperous contemporary believer. And it 
deserves to be read with the same gravity with which it was first spoken. 

—  •  — 

8.1  The Paradox of Prosperity 

The pattern repeats so consistently throughout the Old Testament that it has its own name 
in biblical scholarship: the prosperity-apostasy cycle. Israel is in the wilderness — hungry, 
thirsty, dependent on God for every provision — and the relationship is intimate. Manna 
arrives daily. The pillar of cloud and fire is present. The need is real and the provision is 
immediate and the God who provides is impossible to ignore. Then Israel enters the land. 
The harvests come. The cities are built. The armies are successful. The storehouses fill. 
And generation by generation, the intimacy of the wilderness gives way to the comfort of 
settlement, and the comfort of settlement gives way to the forgetfulness of prosperity, and 
the forgetfulness of prosperity gives way to the worship of whatever the surrounding culture 
is worshipping, which offers all the form of religion without the inconvenience of the living 
God at the center. 

The cycle is not random. It is the predictable outworking of a spiritual principle that Moses 
identifies in Deuteronomy 8: the human heart, in its fallen state, requires need in order to 
remember its dependence. Remove the need, and the heart's attention drifts from the 
Provider to the provision. The provision fills the space that the need once held open for 
God. And the God who was once the inescapable center of every day's survival becomes, 
in the season of plenty, the background acknowledgment of a life that has found its 
satisfaction elsewhere. 

“Beware that you do not forget the LORD your God by not keeping His commandments and 
His ordinances and His statutes which I am commanding you today; otherwise, when you 
have eaten and are satisfied, and have built good houses and lived in them, and when your 
herds and your flocks multiply, and your silver and gold multiply, and all that you have 
multiplies, then your heart will become proud and you will forget the LORD your God.”  — 
Deuteronomy 8:11–14 (NASB) 

Read the sequence Moses traces: eat and be satisfied. Build good houses and live in them. 
Watch the herds multiply, the gold accumulate, everything prosper. And then — the 
warning lands not at the point of obvious temptation but at the point of maximum blessing: 
your heart will become proud and you will forget. The forgetting is not a dramatic act of 
rebellion. It is the quiet consequence of a heart that has become proud — that has, in the 
comfort of the provided life, begun to believe that the provision is somehow its own 
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accomplishment, that the satisfaction is its own product, that the life working well is 
evidence of the self’s competence rather than the God’s grace. 

The New Testament does not soften this warning. Jesus, in the Gospels, speaks about 
money and possessions more than about heaven and hell combined — not because 
material wealth is inherently evil, but because of its extraordinary capacity to substitute for 
God in the human heart’s hierarchy of loves. The seed that falls among thorns is not choked 
by vices but by “worries of the world and the deceitfulness of riches” (Matthew 13:22). The 
rich young ruler who has kept all the commandments discovers that the one thing he lacks 
is precisely the thing his wealth makes most difficult: the willingness to let go of what he 
has and follow Jesus. The camel and the eye of the needle is not a warning about evil 
people. It is a warning about how difficulty it is for even good, religious, morally serious 
people to enter the Kingdom when their wealth has become their functional security. 

“God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it 
is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.” 
  — C.S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain 

Lewis’s observation about pain as God’s megaphone is widely quoted. The implication for 
prosperity is less often drawn but equally important: if pain is the megaphone, pleasure is 
the whisper. In seasons of difficulty, the believer is almost compelled to attend to God — 
the need is too urgent, the inadequacy of self-sufficiency too obvious, the requirement of 
divine help too visceral. In seasons of blessing, God whispers. The pleasures are full and 
immediately satisfying. The needs are met before they are felt. And the whisper, in the 
noise of a full and prosperous life, is easily missed. Not rejected. Missed. The distraction of 
blessing is not hostility to God. It is the much more common and much less dramatic 
experience of a life so full of good things that the best thing — the relationship with God 
Himself — quietly loses its urgency. 

This is the paradox of prosperity. The blessings of God become, if received without ongoing 
intentionality about their Source, the instruments of our distance from that Source. The gift 
displaces the Giver. Not because the gift is bad — it is not; it came from the hand of a good 
God. But because the human heart, in its current state, has a tendency to love the 
provision more than the One who provided it. And a heart that loves the provision more 
than the Provider is a heart that is already, however subtly, on the broad road. 

—  •  — 

8.2  When Success Becomes the Idol 

The displacement of God by blessing rarely happens in a single moment of conscious 
idolatry. Like every other form of drift, it is a process — a gradual reorganization of the 
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believer’s time, attention, energy, and identity around the things that success produces 
rather than the God who provides it. It happens in four primary ways, and most believers 
experiencing it are unaware of any of them until the reorganization is already well 
advanced. 

 

Career advancement replaces Kingdom priority. 

The believer who is succeeding professionally faces a constant, low-grade negotiation 
between the demands of their career and the demands of the narrow road. In the early 
stages of prosperity, the negotiation is manageable. The disciplines are maintained, the 
community is attended, the priorities are roughly right. But as success increases, so do its 
demands. The advancement that once seemed like a reward begins to function like an 
obligation — requiring more hours, more travel, more availability, more of the energy and 
attention that once went to God and community. And the believer, sincerely intending to 
rebalance as soon as the current season settles, finds that the current season never 
settles. Each level of success brings new requirements. The Kingdom priorities that were 
meant to be temporarily de-emphasized are still de-emphasized five years later, and the 
career that was supposed to be a platform for ministry has become, functionally, the 
primary object of the believer’s devotion. 

Financial security replaces dependence on God. 

One of the most spiritually significant effects of growing wealth is the gradual replacement 
of conscious, experienced dependence on God with the practical security of a well-funded 
life. The believer who was once acutely aware of needing God’s provision — who prayed 
with genuine urgency about finances, who experienced the answering of those prayers as 
direct personal encounter with a providing God — finds, in the season of financial 
abundance, that the urgency of those prayers no longer exists. The account is full. The 
provision is secure. The crisis that once drove them to their knees has been replaced by a 
margin wide enough that God’s intervention is no longer felt as necessary. This is not a 
theological problem that the believer has consciously adopted. It is a practical 
reorientation that follows naturally from the removal of the need that once made 
dependence felt and specific. The prayer life does not immediately collapse. But it 
gradually loses its urgency, its intimacy, its sense of contact with a God who is actively 
involved in the believer’s practical survival. And a prayer life without urgency is a prayer life 
in the process of becoming theoretical. 
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Social status replaces the identity found in Christ. 

Success brings with it a social identity — a set of affiliations, associations, and markers 
that define the prosperous believer’s place in the world. The neighborhood, the title, the 
school, the club, the network — each of these contributes to a constructed social self that 
is highly visible, constantly maintained, and deeply rewarding to the human hunger for 
significance and belonging. The danger is when this social identity begins to function as the 
primary identity — when “who I am” is answered more readily by the title and the zip code 
than by “I am a beloved child of God, a follower of Jesus Christ, a member of His body.” The 
narrow road identity is countercultural, sometimes invisible, and produces no social 
capital in most of the environments that the prosperous believer inhabits. The success 
identity is culturally validated, immediately legible, and produces the social rewards that 
the human heart craves. The migration from one identity to the other is rarely deliberate. It 
is the natural consequence of spending more time in environments that recognize and 
reward the success identity than in environments that form and sustain the Kingdom 
identity. 

The schedule fills with what success demands — and empties of what God requires. 

The most practical and visible sign that prosperity has begun to displace God is the 
calendar. The prosperous believer’s schedule is not empty — it is overflowing with good, 
legitimate, valuable activities. But the activities that fill it are overwhelmingly the activities 
of the successful life: professional commitments, social obligations, family investments in 
the children’s advancement, recreational pursuits that reinforce the identity and 
relationships that success has produced. The activities of the narrow road — prayer, 
Scripture, gathered worship, service to others, the slow unglamorous work of discipleship 
— require margin, and margin is the first casualty of prosperity’s demands. The believer 
does not decide to remove these things from their schedule. They simply do not make it 
back onto the schedule after the next season of increased demands. And the schedule, 
more than almost any other single document, tells the truth about what a person actually 
loves. 

 

“Tell me what you pay attention to and I will tell you who you are.” 
  — José Ortega y Gasset 

Ortega y Gasset’s observation is the secular equivalent of Jesus’s teaching about treasure: 
where your treasure is, there your heart will be also (Matthew 6:21). The question of who we 
actually are is answered not by what we say we believe but by what we consistently pay 
attention to. The prosperous believer who says their relationship with God is the center of 
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their life, but whose attention is consistently captured by the career, the portfolio, the 
social network, and the schedule of a successful life, is a believer whose stated priority and 
actual priority have quietly diverged. The success has not replaced God in their theology. It 
has replaced Him in their practice. And in the long run, practice shapes theology far more 
reliably than theology shapes practice. 

“But those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a snare and many foolish and 
harmful desires which plunge men into ruin and destruction. For the love of money is a root 
of all sorts of evil, and some by longing for it have wandered away from the faith and pierced 
themselves with many griefs.”  — 1 Timothy 6:9–10 (NASB) 

Paul’s formulation in 1 Timothy 6 is frequently misquoted as “money is the root of all evil,” 
but what he actually writes is far more precise and far more pastorally useful: the love of 
money is a root of all sorts of evil. Not the possession of money. The love of it — the 
ordering of the heart’s affections around the accumulation and protection of wealth as a 
primary good. And the consequence he names is not dramatic moral failure. It is wandering 
from the faith. The Greek is ἀπεπλανήθησαν (apeplanethesan) — they were led astray, they 
wandered off. The love of money does not typically produce a dramatic renunciation of 
faith. It produces a gradual wandering, a drift whose mechanism is exactly the one this 
chapter describes. 

—  •  — 

8.3  The Spirituality of Sufficiency 

The antidote to prosperity-driven drift is not poverty. This must be stated clearly, because 
the Scripture’s repeated warnings about wealth can be misread as a call to material 
asceticism — as if the solution to the danger of money is the deliberate removal of it. That 
is not the New Testament’s answer. Paul, writing from prison, was not calling the Philippian 
church to give away their possessions. He was calling them to the far more difficult 
spiritual achievement of contentment — the capacity to hold both abundance and scarcity 
with the same orientation of heart, dependent on God rather than on circumstance, 
satisfied in Christ rather than in the fluctuations of material life. 

“Not that I speak from want, for I have learned, in whatever state I am, to be content. I know 
how to get along with humble means, and I also know how to live in prosperity; in any and 
every circumstance I have learned the secret of being filled and going hungry, both of having 
abundance and suffering need.”  — Philippians 4:11–12 (NASB) 

Paul’s language in this passage deserves careful attention. He does not say he was born 
content. He does not say contentment came naturally, or that it was a gift of temperament, 
or that it arrived automatically with his theological understanding. He says he learned it. 
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The Greek μεμύημαι (memuemai) — translated here as “I have learned the secret” — 
carries the connotation of initiation, of being brought into a mystery through experience 
rather than instruction. Contentment, in Paul’s understanding, is not a doctrine you accept. 
It is a spiritual muscle you develop through the repeated experience of finding Christ 
sufficient in circumstances that seem, at first, to demand something more than Christ 
alone. 

The muscle of contentment in abundance is in many ways harder to develop than the 
muscle of contentment in scarcity. Scarcity, as Lewis noted, shouts. It compels the 
believer’s attention toward God by making the alternatives obviously insufficient. 
Abundance whispers the opposite: that sufficiency has been found, that the account is full, 
that dependence on God is no longer urgently necessary. The believer who wants to hold 
prosperity without losing the narrow road must actively, intentionally, repeatedly choose 
the disciplines that maintain dependence in seasons when the circumstances no longer 
force it. 

“He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.” 
  — Jim Elliot, personal journal 

Jim Elliot wrote those words as a twenty-two-year-old student, years before the missionary 
death in Ecuador that made them famous. They represent a theology of sufficiency that 
understands the finite nature of material wealth — you cannot keep it; it is a stewardship, 
not a possession — and the infinite nature of the Kingdom reality that Christ offers in 
exchange for it. The prosperous believer who has grasped Elliot’s principle does not 
experience their wealth as something to be hoarded and protected and made into a 
security system against dependence. They experience it as something to be held loosely, 
stewarded generously, and never allowed to occupy the place in their heart that belongs to 
the One who gave it. 

What does the spirituality of sufficiency look like in practice? Several disciplines are 
particularly essential for the prosperous believer who wants to walk the narrow road 
through seasons of blessing: 

Deliberate, ongoing generosity 

Generosity is not merely a virtue for the wealthy — it is a spiritual discipline specifically 
calibrated to break the grip of prosperity on the heart. The act of giving — of transferring real 
financial resources to the work of God and the needs of others, at a level that actually 
registers as sacrifice rather than convenience — is one of the most reliable instruments 
available for keeping the heart oriented toward the Giver rather than the gift. Jesus did not 
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say “where your treasure goes, your heart follows” as a warning. He said it as a map. Send 
your treasure in the direction your heart needs to go. The heart will follow the treasure. 

The regular practice of gratitude 

Gratitude is the discipline that keeps the connection between the gift and the Giver alive in 
the believer’s consciousness. The prosperous believer who practices explicit, specific, 
regular gratitude — not the vague acknowledgment that blessings exist, but the naming of 
specific gifts to the specific God who gave them — is actively resisting the heart’s tendency 
to assimilate blessings into the background of an expected life. Gratitude keeps the gifts 
transparent to their Source. It prevents the provision from becoming opaque to the 
Provider. 

Intentional maintenance of the disciplines in seasons of abundance 

The prosperous believer must fight harder for the disciplines in seasons of blessing than in 
seasons of scarcity — not because the disciplines are more important in prosperity, but 
because they are less naturally compelled. In scarcity, necessity drives the believer to 
prayer. In abundance, intention must do the work that necessity once did. The prayer that 
was once urgent must be chosen deliberately. The Scripture that was once the believer’s 
primary formation must be protected from the competing formative influences of a full and 
successful life. The community of the narrow road must be deliberately chosen over the 
more comfortable and socially rewarding community that prosperity makes available. 

The honest examination of the schedule 

The prosperous believer who wants to evaluate their spiritual condition honestly should 
begin with their calendar. Not with how they feel about God, or what they believe about 
God, or how warmly they speak about God in the appropriate contexts. With the calendar. 
Where does the time actually go? What does the week look like when mapped against the 
priorities of the narrow road? Is there margin for God — not the rushed, guilty five minutes 
of devotion wedged between other obligations, but genuine, unhurried space for the 
relationship that is supposed to be the center? The calendar does not lie. The heart, under 
the deceitfulness described in Chapters Two and Six, lies constantly. The calendar simply 
records what actually happened. 

 

“There is nothing wrong with men possessing riches. The wrong comes when riches 
possess men.” 
  — Billy Graham 
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Graham’s formulation is the cleanest summary of the chapter’s central diagnosis. The 
question is not whether the believer has wealth. It is whether the wealth has the believer — 
whether the prosperity has become the organizing center of the believer’s identity, 
attention, security, and time, displacing the God who provided it from the place that only 
He was designed to occupy. 

The narrow road is not a road of mandatory poverty. Abraham was extraordinarily wealthy 
and described as the friend of God. Joseph managed the treasury of Egypt and was one of 
the most spiritually intact figures in the Old Testament. Lydia, the first European convert in 
Acts 16, was a successful businesswoman. The Scriptures do not condemn the possession 
of material resources. They consistently, urgently warn against the disordering of loves that 
prosperity makes possible — against the gradual replacement of the God who provides 
with the provision He has given. 

The prosperous believer on the narrow road is a person who holds their wealth as a 
steward, not an owner. Who gives generously enough that generosity actually costs 
something. Who maintains the disciplines with the same intentionality in blessing that they 
maintained in need. Who keeps their identity anchored in Christ rather than in the social 
architecture that success constructs. Who looks at their calendar honestly and ensures 
that God is not merely acknowledged in the interstices of a life organized around everything 
else. 

And who, when the blessings come — as they will, as they should, as the generous God 
loves to provide — receives them with open hands rather than clenched fists. Open to the 
Giver. Open to His purposes for the provision. Open to the possibility that the blessing is 
not primarily for their own comfort but for the work of the Kingdom that God has placed 
them in a position to advance. 

“The issue is not what you have. It is what has you.” 
  — Howard Hendricks 

Hendricks names the question that every prosperous believer must ask themselves with 
regularity and honesty: not “How much do I have?” but “What does what I have have over 
me?” Does the wealth create freedom for Kingdom living, or does it create obligation to its 
own maintenance? Does the success liberate the believer to give and serve and invest in 
the work of God, or does it consume them in the service of its own perpetuation? 

The narrow road runs through every income bracket. It has been walked by the wealthy and 
the poor, by the successful and the struggling, by those who had everything and by those 
who had nothing. What it requires is not a specific economic condition. It requires a 
specific orientation of heart — a heart that holds everything loosely, loves God supremely, 
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and finds its sufficiency not in what it has accumulated but in the One who has never 
needed to be accumulated because He has always, already, been enough. 

—  •  — 

“But godliness actually is a means of great gain when accompanied by contentment. For 
we have brought nothing into the world, so we cannot take anything out of it either. If we 
have food and covering, with these we shall be content.”  — 1 Timothy 6:6–8 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

PART THREE  —  The Consequences of the Broad Road 

Chapter Nine 

What You Lose — The Immediate Consequences of Drift 

—  •  — 

This chapter is not written to condemn. 

It is written to help the drifting believer see clearly what the broad road costs in the present. 

 

The broad road costs more than it advertises. 

That is true of every road that leads away from God — they all charge more at the end than 
they quoted at the beginning. But the broad road is particularly skilled at concealing its 
cost structure, because so many of the things it takes are invisible on the surface of a life. 
The drifting believer does not typically lose their house or their health or their social 
standing. They do not always lose their marriage or their career or their reputation. What 
they lose is more fundamental than any of those things — and more difficult to name, 
because the losses accrue in the interior life where other people cannot easily see them 
and the believer themselves is often the last to know. 

This chapter names those losses. Not as a catalog of condemnation — the God who is 
calling the drifting believer back to the narrow road is not calling them back to shame them 
but to restore them. The purpose of naming the losses is not to devastate the reader but to 
help them see clearly. Because one of the most effective strategies of the broad road is to 
obscure its cost until the account is already deeply in deficit. And a person who cannot see 
clearly what they have lost cannot assess clearly what they are being invited to recover. 

Part Three contains two chapters on consequences: this one, which addresses the 
immediate and present losses of drift, and the next, which addresses the longer horizon 
and the eternal stakes. Both chapters are written from the same conviction: that honesty 
about consequences is a form of pastoral love, and that the God who warns is the same 
God who restores. 

—  •  — 
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9.1  The Loss of Intimacy with God 

There is a particular loneliness that belongs uniquely to the drifting believer. It is not the 
loneliness of isolation — the broad road is, as Jesus described it, populated by many. It is 
not the loneliness of social rejection — the broad road community often offers more 
immediate warmth and acceptance than the narrow road community does. It is the 
loneliness of the soul that was made for a relationship it is no longer in — the ache of a 
creature designed for the fellowship of God who has settled, or drifted, into a life from 
which that fellowship has largely receded. 

“But your iniquities have made a separation between you and your God, and your sins have 
hidden His face from you so that He does not hear.”  — Isaiah 59:2 (NASB) 

Isaiah’s language is precise and worth sitting with. The separation is not God’s withdrawal 
from the believer in the sense of abandonment — the God of the Bible does not abandon 
His people. The separation is the experiential consequence of sin’s accumulation: the 
iniquities — the Hebrew עֲוֹנֹתֵיכֶם (ʿavonoteikhem) — have built a wall. Not between God’s 
love and the sinner, but between the sinner’s consciousness and the experience of God’s 
presence. God has not moved. The face is hidden. The hearing is obstructed. The intimacy 
that was once the living reality of the believer’s daily walk with God has been gradually, 
layer by layer, obscured by the accumulated weight of drift. 

The drifting believer who tries to pray and finds the words hollow is not experiencing God’s 
rejection. They are experiencing the natural consequence of months or years of practiced 
distance from the disciplines and the community and the obedience that kept the 
connection alive. The connection still exists — which is precisely why the loss of its felt 
reality is so painful. They remember what it was like. They cannot currently reach it. And the 
gap between the memory of intimacy and the current experience of its absence is one of 
the most accurate measures available of how far the drift has taken them. 

“The soul was made for God, and nothing less than God will ever fully satisfy it.” 
  — C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity 

Lewis’s claim about the soul’s design is not merely theological. It is diagnostic. The drifting 
believer who has filled their life with the compensatory pleasures and satisfactions of the 
broad road — and who still finds themselves restless, still finds the fullness somehow 
insufficient, still finds a persistent ache beneath all the activity and achievement and 
distraction — is experiencing confirmation of Lewis’s principle. The soul is not defective. It 
is working correctly. It is registered the absence of the only thing designed to satisfy it and 
is producing the restlessness that is, in Augustine’s framing, the soul’s normal condition 
when it is not yet resting in God. 
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The loss of intimacy with God is not always painful in the early stages of drift. In many 
cases, it is first experienced as relief — relief from the demands of the relationship, from 
the conviction it produced, from the accountability it required. The early stages of drift can 
feel like freedom. But freedom from God is a freedom that eventually produces the worst 
kind of captivity: the captivity of a soul locked inside a life that was never designed to 
contain it, looking out at a world that cannot satisfy it, unable to remember the way home 
clearly enough to begin the journey. 

—  •  — 

9.2  The Loss of Joy 

The broad road is not joyless. This is one of the things that makes it so appealing at the 
entrance — and so disorienting over time. It offers pleasure in abundance: the pleasure of 
comfort, of entertainment, of social approval, of material satisfaction, of the relief of 
abandoned conviction. These pleasures are real. They are not counterfeits in the sense of 
being entirely hollow. They deliver something. What they do not deliver — what they cannot 
deliver, by design — is joy. 

The distinction between pleasure and joy is one of the most important in the Christian 
vocabulary, and it is one that contemporary culture has almost entirely collapsed. We use 
the words interchangeably, as if they described the same experience at different 
intensities. They do not. Pleasure is the immediate positive sensation produced by a 
stimulus — it rises quickly, satisfies briefly, and fades, requiring repetition and often 
escalation to produce the same effect. Joy is something categorically different: a deep, 
settled, stable gladness that is not dependent on circumstances, not produced by stimuli, 
not subject to the escalating demands of addiction. It is the condition of the soul that is at 
home in God’s presence — present in suffering as well as in blessing, available in the 
desert as well as in the garden. 

“You will make known to me the path of life; in Your presence is fullness of joy; in Your right 
hand there are pleasures forever.”  — Psalm 16:11 (NASB) 

David’s psalm locates joy not in circumstances but in location. The path of life. The 
presence of God. These are the geography of fullness — the place where joy is not merely 
available but full, complete, not leaking out through the cracks of insufficiency. And the 
contrasting geography — the place where joy is absent — is not suffering or hardship or 
poverty. It is the absence of God’s presence. The broad road is a road walked outside of 
that presence, or at the margins of it, or in the dull distance from it where His voice is barely 
audible. And on that road, however well-stocked with pleasures, fullness of joy is not 
available. 
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The drifting believer often does not recognize the loss of joy immediately, because the 
pleasures of the broad road provide sufficient distraction to mask the absence of 
something deeper. It is usually only in the quiet moments — in the nights when the 
distractions are gone and the soul is left alone with itself — that the absence makes itself 
known. The success is real. The comfort is real. The social satisfaction is real. But there is 
something missing in the midst of all of it that the drifting believer cannot quite name and 
cannot quite fill, no matter how many more pleasures are added to the account. The soul 
knows what it has lost even when the mind has rationalized the loss as maturity. 

“Joy is the serious business of heaven.” 
  — C.S. Lewis, Letters to Malcolm 

Lewis’s reframing of joy is essential for the believer who has been trained by the 
surrounding culture to think of joy as a pleasant emotional bonus rather than a central 
spiritual reality. He calls it the “serious business” of heaven — not an optional extra, not a 
temperamental gift that some people have and others don’t, but the primary condition of a 
life lived in alignment with the design of the God who is Himself the source of all joy. The 
joyless Christian life is not merely an unfortunate emotional state. It is a diagnostic. It 
indicates that something in the orientation of the life has moved away from the Source, and 
that the Source is calling the soul back through the very ache of His absence. 

—  •  — 

9.3  The Loss of Moral Clarity 

Chapter Two described the process of heart hardening in some detail. This section returns 
to one of its most practically consequential effects: the gradual loss of moral clarity that 
accompanies prolonged time on the broad road. 

Moral clarity is not primarily an intellectual achievement. It is the condition of a conscience 
that is regularly exposed to the Word of God, regularly responsive to the conviction of the 
Holy Spirit, and regularly in contact with a community of people who share the same moral 
framework and hold each other to it. The believer who maintains these conditions does not 
merely know what is right intellectually. They feel it — with the immediate, reliable 
sensitivity of a conscience that has been kept calibrated by regular contact with its 
Calibrator. 

Drift degrades all three of those conditions simultaneously. The Word is neglected, so the 
conscience loses its primary reference point. The Spirit’s conviction is repeatedly 
unheeded, so the sensitivity diminishes according to the heart-hardening process 
described in Chapter Two. The community of the narrow road fades and is replaced by a 
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community that does not share the moral framework and therefore does not reinforce it. 
And the moral compass, left without calibration, begins to drift along with everything else. 

“What a man winks at in himself at twenty, he embraces at forty, he teaches at sixty.” 
  — Charles Finney 

Finney’s observation is one of the most sobering in this chapter, because it names the 
trajectory that unchecked moral drift always follows. The wink is the beginning — the 
moment of conviction acknowledged but not acted upon, the small accommodation to 
what the conscience knows is wrong. The embrace is the middle stage — the point at 
which the accommodation has become a settled pattern, no longer requiring a wink 
because the conscience has been sufficiently calloused that it no longer registers the 
objection. And the teaching is the final stage — the point at which the drift has so 
thoroughly restructured the believer’s moral framework that they are now actively 
transmitting their accommodations to the next generation, reproducing in their children 
and their disciples the disordered loves and desensitized conscience that their own 
sustained drift has produced. 

The loss of moral clarity is particularly dangerous because it is self-concealing. The person 
who has lost moral clarity does not feel morally confused. They feel morally liberated — 
freed from what they have come to understand as the unnecessarily rigid strictures of their 
earlier faith. The things they once winked at and now embrace do not feel like 
compromises. They feel like wisdom. The things they once found sinful and now find merely 
“complicated” do not feel like moral drift. They feel like theological maturity. And the 
process of teaching those accommodations to others does not feel like moral corruption. It 
feels like the responsible transmission of a more gracious and nuanced faith. 

This is the deceitfulness of sin at its most sophisticated: not the raw appetite that ignores 
the conscience, but the cultivated theology that has replaced the conscience. The drifting 
believer who has lost moral clarity is not a person without convictions. They are a person 
whose convictions have been progressively reshaped by the broad road until the 
convictions themselves have become instruments of accommodation rather than 
instruments of holiness. 

“For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their 
ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own 
desires.”  — 2 Timothy 4:3 (NASB) 

The person Paul describes in 2 Timothy 4 is not morally indifferent. They are morally active 
— accumulating teachers, engaging with doctrine, constructing a theological framework. 
But the framework is being built in the service of their desires rather than in submission to 
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the truth. And the end result is a moral vision that feels coherent from the inside and 
represents a comprehensive departure from the narrow road from the outside. 

—  •  — 

9.4  The Loss of Kingdom Effectiveness 

The consequences of drift are not only interior. They manifest in the quality and direction of 
the believer’s engagement with the world around them. The narrow road produces a 
particular kind of person — one whose life gives credibility to their message, whose 
spiritual vitality overflows into the lives of others, whose presence in any room moves the 
temperature toward the Kingdom. Drift degrades all of this. Not immediately, not 
dramatically, but with the same slow reliability that characterizes every other consequence 
in this chapter. 

“But I discipline my body and make it my slave, so that, after I have preached to others, I 
myself will not be disqualified.”  — 1 Corinthians 9:27 (NASB) 

Paul’s fear in 1 Corinthians 9 is not the loss of his salvation. It is the loss of his effectiveness 
— the possibility that the life he is living will eventually disqualify the message he is 
preaching. The Greek ἀδόκιμος (adokimos) — disqualified, rejected after testing — was a 
term used in athletics for a runner who was eliminated from competition for failing to meet 
the requirements. Paul is using the image of athletic disqualification to describe the 
spiritual condition of a preacher whose life has drifted away from the message they are 
proclaiming. They are still proclaiming. But the test of lived reality has disqualified the 
proclamation. 

The four primary expressions of lost Kingdom effectiveness are these: 

 

Witness becomes hollow — the life no longer supports the message. 

The drifting believer who still speaks about faith — at the appropriate moments, in the 
appropriate contexts — discovers over time that the words have lost their weight. Not 
because the words are wrong, but because the life that is supposed to give them credibility 
has quietly moved into contradiction with them. The person who hears a believer speak 
about the peace of God while observing a life animated by the same anxieties and 
ambitions as their own is not moved toward faith. They are confirmed in their suspicion that 
Christianity is something people say rather than something that changes how they live. 
Witness is not merely verbal. It is the comprehensive testimony of a life lived visibly 
differently because of the One being followed. When the life and the message diverge, the 
message loses its most important evidence. 
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Spiritual gifts atrophy — not lost, but dormant and unused. 

The gifts of the Spirit are not revoked by drift. Paul writes that the gifts and calling of God 
are irrevocable (Romans 11:29), and the grace of God does not withdraw the gifts it once 
gave simply because the recipient has moved away from their proper context of use. But 
gifts that are not exercised in the community of faith, in the context of intentional service, in 
the environment of the narrow road's disciplines and accountability, become dormant. The 
prophetic voice that once spoke with clarity and conviction grows quiet. The gift of teaching 
that once illuminated Scripture becomes merely the ability to speak comfortably about 
religious topics. The gift of mercy that once extended itself sacrificially becomes a general 
warmth toward people that costs nothing and changes no one. The gifts are present. But 
they are operating at a fraction of their intended capacity, waiting for the conditions of the 
narrow road that would allow them to function at full power. 

Kingdom contribution diminishes — the drifting believer tends to consume rather than 
give. 

One of the reliable markers of drift, visible to the community of faith even when the drifting 
believer does not see it themselves, is the shift from contributor to consumer. The narrow-
road believer gives — of their time, their resources, their gifts, their presence, their 
attention to the needs of others. The drifting believer gradually withdraws from those 
contributions as the broad road’s demands on their time and energy increase and the 
narrow road’s compelling vision of Kingdom purpose fades. They still attend, when they do, 
but they attend as consumers of whatever the community has to offer rather than as 
contributors to what the community needs. The giving stops. The serving stops. The 
investing stops. And the community, which depends on the active participation of its 
members for its capacity to do the work of the Kingdom, is diminished by the absence of 
what the drifting believer was meant to provide. 

Influence shifts — from drawing others to the narrow road to accommodating them on 
the broad. 

Every believer exercises influence on the people around them. The narrow-road believer’s 
influence moves in a specific direction: it draws people toward the Kingdom, toward the 
narrow road, toward the living encounter with Jesus Christ that produces transformation. 
The drifting believer’s influence moves in the opposite direction. Not maliciously — not 
with any intention of harm — but because influence always follows the direction of travel. 
The believer who has accommodated their faith to the broad road becomes, by the simple 
fact of their visible accommodation, permission for others to do the same. Their drift 
legitimizes the drift of those watching. Their rationalizations provide the vocabulary for 
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others’ rationalizations. Their presence on the broad road removes one of the obstacles 
that the watching world uses to resist the narrow road’s call: the evidence that the narrow 
road produces a genuinely different and genuinely better kind of life. 

 

“You are the light of the world. A city set on a hill cannot be hidden… Let your light shine 
before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is 
in heaven.” 
  — Jesus, Matthew 5:14, 16 (NASB) 

Jesus does not say the light might shine or should shine. He says it does, or it doesn’t. The 
city on the hill is visible whether its inhabitants want it to be or not. The believer who has 
drifted is still visible — their life is still being observed, still being interpreted by the people 
around them as evidence of something. The question is what it is evidence of. The narrow 
road produces a life that glorifies the Father. The broad road produces a life that confirms 
the world’s suspicion that Christianity makes no real difference to how a person actually 
lives. 

—  •  — 

9.5  The Loss of Legacy 

Of all the losses named in this chapter, this one carries the longest shadow. The drift of an 
individual believer does not stay contained to that individual. It radiates outward, into the 
lives of the people who are downstream from them — and some of those people are the 
most vulnerable to its effects and the least equipped to resist them. 

No man is an island, as John Donne observed. And the believer who drifts is never drifting 
alone. They are drifting in a current that is moving everyone around them — particularly the 
people who are watching them closely and taking their cues about faith, about God, about 
what the Christian life actually looks like, from the life of the drifting believer. 

Children 

The children of a drifting believer learn their theology from observation before they learn it 
from instruction. They watch what their parent actually does, not what their parent says 
they believe. They notice when the prayer life is gone, when the church attendance 
becomes irregular and then occasional and then exceptional, when the moral standards 
that were once clearly communicated begin to soften and bend. They receive all of this as 
formation — as information about what the Christian life actually is, about whether it is real 
enough to organize an actual life around, about whether the God their parent believes in is 
real enough to actually follow at personal cost. The drifting parent who assumes their 
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children are unaffected by the drift because they continue to bring them to church and 
speak about God is making a mistake with generational consequences. 

Marriage 

When one spouse drifts and the other remains on the narrow road, the marriage enters a 
particular kind of strain that is rarely named but frequently experienced. The two people 
who were once walking in the same direction — sharing the same community, the same 
disciplines, the same vision of what their life together was for — are now walking in 
diverging directions. The shared language of faith remains, but it increasingly describes 
different realities. The community that once held them together becomes a source of 
tension as the drifting spouse becomes less committed to it. The values that once aligned 
their major decisions begin to pull in different directions. And the spiritual intimacy that is 
among the deepest forms of connection available to a married couple — praying together, 
growing together, serving together, walking the narrow road together — is one of the first 
casualties of a drift that the drifting spouse did not intend to make anyone else’s problem. 

Community 

The drifting believer who has been a significant presence in a community of faith — who 
has led, taught, served, or simply been a reliable member of the body — leaves a particular 
kind of gap when the drift takes them away. The gap is not merely logistical. It is spiritual. 
Their absence removes from the community the specific gift and calling they were meant to 
contribute. Their drift, if it becomes known, becomes a source of discouragement and 
confusion for others who looked to them as evidence that the narrow road was worth 
walking. And their accommodation, if it becomes visible, provides permission for the drift 
of others who were on the edge of their own departure. 

 

“No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the 
main.” 
  — John Donne, Meditation XVII 

Donne’s meditation was written about death, but its principle applies with equal force to 
spiritual drift. Your drift is never private. Someone is always downstream from you — 
watching, learning, being formed by what you do and do not do, being given permission or 
encouragement by the direction of your travel. The children who are watching. The spouse 
who is walking beside you. The community that has invested in you and depended on you. 
The person whose first encounter with the Christian faith is being shaped by their 
observation of your life. 
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The legacy of the narrow road is not always dramatic. It is not always the great ministry or 
the famous faith or the story that ends up in a book. It is more often the child who grew up 
watching a parent follow Jesus and decided to do the same. The marriage that modeled 
something the watching world had never seen before. The community shaped by the 
presence of a person who actually believed what they said. These are the legacies that the 
broad road cannot produce. They are formed only on the narrow road, over the long years of 
a life that walked it consistently enough that the people downstream could see where it 
was going. 

—  •  — 

Before You Move Forward 

Every section of this chapter has been describing losses. Not to condemn. Not to 
overwhelm. But because the losses are real, and seeing them clearly is part of what makes 
the return to the narrow road feel worth the effort. 

The God who is calling the drifting believer back to the narrow road is not calling them back 
to a life of performance and obligation. He is calling them back to intimacy with Himself — 
and with it, the joy, the moral clarity, the Kingdom effectiveness, and the legacy that the 
broad road cannot produce and has been quietly, steadily taking away. 

What has been lost can be recovered. Not instantaneously. Not without the patient work of 
return that Part Four of this book will describe. But recovered. The joy that has been 
replaced by pleasure can come back. The clarity that has been softened by drift can be 
restored. The effectiveness that has been diminished can be renewed. The legacy that is 
still being written can be redirected. 

The losses are real. The recovery is available. And the God who is calling you toward it has 
been waiting at the edge of the broad road, watching for you to look up, preparing the 
welcome that every returning prodigal finds waiting: not the lecture you feared, but the robe 
you had forgotten you were meant to wear. 

—  •  — 

“Restore to me the joy of Your salvation and sustain me with a willing spirit.”  — Psalm 
51:12 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

PART THREE  —  The Consequences of the Broad Road 

Chapter Ten 

The Eternal Stakes — What Scripture Teaches About Final Destinations 

—  •  — 

“Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is broad that leads to 
destruction, and there are many who enter through it.”  — Matthew 7:13 (NASB) 

 

This is the most difficult chapter in this book to write, and it may be the most difficult to 
read. 

Every previous chapter has described consequences that are present and recoverable — 
losses of intimacy, joy, clarity, and effectiveness that are real and serious but that belong to 
this life and can be addressed in this life. This chapter looks further. It examines what 
Scripture says about the destination of the broad road not merely in the present but at the 
end — the final destination that Jesus described with a single Greek word, and that the 
writers of the New Testament returned to with a consistency and a gravity that cannot be 
responsibly explained away. 

Writing this chapter requires holding two things in tension simultaneously, and releasing 
either of them would be a pastoral failure. The first is the genuine, horrifying severity of 
what Scripture says about the destination of the broad road. The second is the genuine, 
magnificent grace of the God who has provided the return to the narrow road at infinite cost 
to Himself, who takes no pleasure in the death of the wicked, and who is, at this very 
moment, watching the road that leads back home and running toward every figure who 
appears on it. 

Both are true. Both must be said. The God who warns in this chapter is the same God who 
welcomes in the next. To say only the warning is to produce terror without invitation. To say 
only the welcome without the warning is, in Spurgeon’s precise phrase, the negligence of a 
lifeguard who sees a swimmer drowning and decides not to alarm them. 

—  •  — 
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10.1  The Pastoral Purpose of This Chapter 

There is a form of pastoral cowardice that presents itself as pastoral gentleness. It is the 
refusal to tell people what the Scripture actually says about serious things — not because 
the Scripture is unclear, but because the hearer might be upset. It softens the edges of the 
biblical narrative until the danger of the broad road is entirely invisible, and then 
congratulates itself on being loving. It is not loving. It is, in the most fundamental sense, a 
failure of pastoral responsibility. 

A doctor who knows a patient has a life-threatening condition and does not tell them 
because they want to protect the patient from distress is not being kind. They are being 
cowardly. And a pastor — or a book — that knows the destination of the broad road and 
does not name it clearly because the naming might cause discomfort is making the same 
category of error. The discomfort of the warning is not the problem. The comfort of a person 
moving toward a destination they do not know about is the problem. 

“A man who does not know he is in danger cannot be saved from it.” 
  — C.H. Spurgeon 

Spurgeon’s principle is not a license for cruelty. It is a description of the function that 
honest warning serves in the economy of grace. The warning that produces awareness of 
danger is the first step toward the decision that avoids it. Remove the warning, and you 
remove one of the primary instruments by which the Holy Spirit awakens the sleeping 
conscience of the drifting believer and calls them back to the narrow road. 

But the warning must also be held in its proper frame. This chapter is not an attempt to 
determine whether any specific reader is lost or saved — that judgment belongs to God 
alone. It is not a list of conditions that must be met before a person is certain of their 
salvation — that security is established by the finished work of Christ, not by the quality of 
our spiritual performance. It is an honest engagement with the texts that the New 
Testament itself presents to the church as warnings — presented with the same pastoral 
intent that animated their original authors: not to condemn but to awaken, not to terrify into 
paralysis but to arrest the drift and turn the face toward home. 

Fear, rightly used, is a legitimate instrument of grace. The fear of the Lord is the beginning of 
wisdom (Proverbs 9:10). The fear of irreversible loss is a powerful motivator of the decision 
to return. This chapter does not apologize for producing that fear. It asks only that the fear 
be accurate, proportional, and inseparable from the invitation that always accompanies 
God’s warning: turn back. Why will you die? 

—  •  — 
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10.2  The Destination of the Broad Road 

Jesus names the destination of the broad road with a single word: ἀπώλεια (apōleia). It is 
translated “destruction” in most English versions, and the translation is accurate as far as it 
goes — but the word carries a weight that the English “destruction” does not always 
convey. 

Ἀπώλεια is not annihilation. It is not the simple cessation of existence that some 
theological traditions have proposed as the final fate of the unrighteous. The word appears 
throughout the New Testament in contexts that make clear it describes an ongoing state of 
irreversible ruin rather than a terminal event. It is used in Philippians 3:19 of those whose 
end is destruction, in contrast to the citizenship in heaven that belongs to those who follow 
Christ. It appears in 2 Thessalonians 1:9 as “eternal destruction,” the condition of those 
who do not obey the gospel of Christ. It is used in Revelation 17:8 and 11 of the beast who 
goes to destruction — a destination, not an event. 

The word carries the sense of a thing that has been ruined so thoroughly that it can no 
longer fulfill the purpose for which it was made — like a vessel that has been shattered 
beyond repair, or a city that has been razed to the point that no foundation remains. 
Applied to a human soul, it describes a condition of irreversible loss — the permanent 
forfeiture of everything that the soul was designed by God to receive: His presence, His 
love, His glory, the eternal life that is the very thing the narrow road was meant to lead 
toward. 

This is what the broad road leads to. Not to neutral ground. Not to a comfortable alternative 
to the narrow road’s demands. To ἀπώλεια — eternal ruin. And the crowd on that road, 
Jesus says, is large. The broad road is, by definition, the road of the majority. It does not 
require a dramatic choice to be on it. It requires only the absence of the deliberate, 
sustained, costly choice to be on the narrow one. 

“The gates of hell are locked from the inside.” 
  — C.S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain 

Lewis’s image is one of the most important in twentieth-century theology on this subject. 
Hell — the destination of the broad road — is not primarily a place where God imprisons 
unwilling souls against their desire. It is the final, settled, self-chosen condition of souls 
who have spent their lives on the broad road, whose loves have been so thoroughly 
disordered, whose hearts have been so thoroughly hardened, that the presence of God — 
which is the definition of heaven and the fundamental nature of the narrow road’s 
destination — would be experienced not as blessing but as the ultimate unbearable 
intrusion. The broad road does not lead to a place people arrive at against their will. It leads 
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to the permanent, irrevocable consequence of the direction they chose. The destination is 
the trajectory, extended to its logical end. 

This is not a comfortable thought. It was not designed to be. It is designed to be the thought 
that a person on the broad road entertains long enough to ask the question: is this the 
direction I want to be heading? And if the answer is no, Part Four of this book is written for 
that moment. 

—  •  — 

10.3  The Warning Passages of the New Testament 

The New Testament contains several passages that address the eternal stakes of spiritual 
drift with a directness that has made them among the most debated texts in Christian 
theology. They are debated not because they are unclear but because they are severe — 
and severity, in a theological culture that prefers the comforting to the challenging, tends to 
generate interpretive pressure toward softening. This section presents them as they stand, 
with honest engagement and pastoral care, and without the softening that would deprive 
them of their intended function. 

Hebrews 6:4–6 

“For in the case of those who have once been enlightened and have tasted of the heavenly 
gift and have been made partakers of the Holy Spirit, and have tasted the good word of God 
and the powers of the age to come, and then have fallen away, it is impossible to renew 
them again to repentance, since they again crucify to themselves the Son of God and put 
Him to open shame.”  — Hebrews 6:4–6 (NASB) 

This is perhaps the most debated warning passage in the New Testament, and the debate is 
understandable: it describes people who appear by any reasonable reading to have had 
genuine spiritual experience — enlightened, tasting the heavenly gift, partakers of the Holy 
Spirit, tasting the good word of God and the powers of the age to come — and then fallen 
away to a condition in which renewal to repentance is described as impossible. The 
theological traditions that emphasize the security of the believer typically read this passage 
as describing people who had the appearances of genuine faith without its reality. The 
traditions that emphasize the possibility of genuine falling away read it as a description of 
what full apostasy looks like. What every faithful interpreter agrees on is this: the passage is 
a genuine, serious warning addressed to genuine church people about a genuine and 
severe spiritual danger. The writer does not present it as a theoretical concern. He presents 
it as a real possibility, addressed to real people, requiring real vigilance. To read it as merely 
hypothetical is to drain it of the warning function the Spirit clearly intended it to serve. 
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Hebrews 10:26–27 

“For if we go on sinning willfully after receiving the knowledge of the truth, there no longer 
remains a sacrifice for sins, but a terrifying expectation of judgment and the fury of a fire 
which will consume the adversaries.”  — Hebrews 10:26–27 (NASB) 

The Hebrews 10 warning moves from the apostasy scenario of Hebrews 6 to a more 
specific description of willful, ongoing sin in the face of full knowledge of the truth. The 
Greek ἑκουσίως ἁμαρτανόντων (hekousios hamartanōntōn) describes deliberate, chosen, 
ongoing sinning — not the failure of a believer who sins and is grieved and repents, but the 
pattern of a person who has received the knowledge of the truth and continues, 
deliberately and without repentance, on the broad road. For such a person, the writer says, 
there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins. The cross, which is the only provision for sin in 
God’s economy, is not available to the person who treats it with ongoing contempt. What 
remains instead is the terrifying expectation of judgment. The word translated “terrifying” 
(φοβερά, phobera) appears only three times in the New Testament, all in Hebrews. The 
writer is not reaching for mild concern. He is describing the condition of a soul that has 
exhausted the grace it was offered and now faces the alternative. 

Revelation 3:14–16 

“‘I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot; I wish that you were cold or hot. So 
because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of My mouth.’”  — 
Revelation 3:14–16 (NASB) 

The letter to Laodicea is one of the seven letters to churches in Revelation, and it contains 
the most viscerally direct warning about the broad road condition of any of them. The 
church at Laodicea had not apostatized. It had not descended into obvious immorality or 
doctrinal heresy. It had become lukewarm — neither the fire of genuine, engaged, costly 
faith nor the honest cold of acknowledged unbelief, but the tepid middle ground of a 
religious life that has lost its temperature. This is precisely the condition of the broad-road 
believer described throughout this book: still present in the religious structures, still using 
the vocabulary of faith, still maintaining the identity of a Christian — but without the heat of 
genuine surrender, genuine love, genuine costly following of Jesus. And the Lord’s response 
to this condition is not the resigned acceptance of an imperfect but adequate faith. It is 
nausea. The Greek ἐμέσαι (émesai) is the word for vomiting. Lukewarmness, Jesus says, 
makes Him physically ill. This is not the God who tolerates the broad road as an acceptable 
alternative to the narrow one. This is the God whose passionate love for His people makes 
their tepid half-engagement more offensive than either genuine cold or genuine fire. 
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Matthew 7:21–23 

“‘Not everyone who says to Me, “Lord, Lord,” will enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who 
does the will of My Father who is in heaven will enter. Many will say to Me on that day, “Lord, 
Lord, did we not prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast out demons, and in Your 
name perform many miracles?” And then I will declare to them, “I never knew you; depart 
from Me, you who practice lawlessness.”’”  — Matthew 7:21–23 (NASB) 

This is perhaps the most terrifying passage in the entire New Testament, and it comes from 
the lips of Jesus Himself, at the conclusion of the Sermon on the Mount — the same 
passage that opens this book with the Two Roads. The people Jesus is addressing are not 
obvious unbelievers. They are people who called Him Lord. Who prophesied in His name. 
Who cast out demons. Who performed miracles. By every external measure of religious 
performance, they were impressive. And yet the verdict on that day is: I never knew you. The 
Greek γνώναι (gnōnai) is the word for intimate relational knowledge — the deep, personal, 
mutual knowing that characterizes the relationship Jesus describes throughout John’s 
Gospel as the heart of the Christian life. Religious performance, however impressive, is not 
a substitute for this knowing. The drifting believer whose life has been reduced to the 
performance of religious forms — who has maintained the language and the activity of faith 
while the actual relationship with Christ has atrophied to a theoretical acknowledgment — 
is reading this passage about themselves. Not about someone else. About themselves. The 
question that follows is the most important in this chapter: does Jesus know you, and do 
you know Him, in the way that this passage requires? 

 

“The seriousness of these passages does not make God a tyrant. It makes the cross of 
Christ more precious, the invitation to return more urgent, and the grace that waits more 
magnificent.” 
  — R.C. Sproul, The Holiness of God 

Sproul’s perspective is the right one. The severity of the warning passages is not an 
argument for a cruel God. It is the measure of what the cross cost. If the broad road led 
nowhere significant, the cross would have been unnecessary. The infinite cost of the 
redemption that Christ purchased is the most eloquent possible testimony to the infinite 
severity of what it was purchasing against. The warning passages make the cross more 
glorious, not less. They make the invitation to return more urgent, not less. They make the 
grace that waits at the narrow road’s entrance more magnificent, not less. Because grace is 
not grace unless there is something it is rescuing from. 

—  •  — 
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10.4  The Pastoral Balance: Warning and Welcome 

Every warning passage in the New Testament exists within a larger narrative of grace. The 
God who warns is not indifferent to whether the warning is heeded. He is not the 
dispassionate judge announcing a sentence He feels nothing about. He is the God who, in 
one of the most extraordinary statements in all of Scripture, swears by His own life that the 
death of the wicked is not what He wants. 

“‘As I live!’ declares the Lord GOD, ‘I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather 
that the wicked turn from his way and live. Turn back, turn back from your evil ways! Why 
then will you die, O house of Israel?’”  — Ezekiel 33:11 (NASB) 

The emotional register of this verse is worth attending to carefully. God swears by His own 
life — the formula “As I live” is the most solemn oath available in the Old Testament’s 
vocabulary. He is not making a casual observation. He is staking His own existence on the 
statement. And the statement is an explicit, anguished declaration of His will: not the 
death of the wicked, but their turning. Not the destination of the broad road, but the return 
to the narrow one. The question at the end of the verse — “Why then will you die?” — is not 
the question of a judge delivering a sentence. It is the question of a Father who cannot 
understand why His children are choosing the destination He is warning them against when 
the path home is standing open. 

This is the God who speaks in the warning passages. Not a God who wants to condemn, 
but a God who warns because He does not want to condemn, and who knows that the 
warning is the instrument of the turning that He desires. The severity of the warnings is the 
measure of His love. A God who did not love deeply would not warn urgently. The passages 
that make the broad road’s destination most terrifying are, simultaneously, the passages 
that make the God who wrote them most passionate about the return. 

Consider how the biblical authors hold these two realities together: 

The same Jesus who describes the broad road’s destination… 

…tells the parable of the prodigal son, in which the father sees his returning child “when he 
was still a great way off” (Luke 15:20) and runs. Does not wait. Does not compose a speech 
of conditional welcome. Runs. The God who warns about the broad road’s destination is 
the God who is, simultaneously, watching the road that leads back from it and breaking into 
a run at the first sight of movement in the right direction. 

The same writer who describes the terrifying expectation of judgment… 

…writes in the chapter immediately following: “Let us hold fast the confession of our hope 
without wavering, for He who promised is faithful” (Hebrews 10:23). The warning of 
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Hebrews 10:26–27 exists within a larger argument that is fundamentally about hope — 
about the anchor that holds the soul through every storm, the high priest who intercedes 
for the believer at God’s right hand, the new and living way that Christ has opened. The 
severity is real. The grace that surrounds it is more real. 

The same Christ who delivers the ‘I never knew you’ verdict… 

…says in the same Gospel: “All that the Father gives Me will come to Me, and the one who 
comes to Me I will certainly not cast out” (John 6:37). The verdict of “I never knew you” 
describes those who never came to genuine relational knowing with Christ, who 
substituted performance for the relationship. The promise of John 6:37 describes what 
happens to those who do come. They will not be cast out. Not ever. Not for any reason. The 
door that is narrow is a door that is open. 

 

The pastoral purpose of this chapter — of all ten chapters in the first three parts of this 
book — is to bring the drifting believer to the moment of honest reckoning that makes the 
invitation of Part Four meaningful. Not to devastate them. To awaken them. Not to convince 
them they are lost. To convince them that the road they are on leads somewhere they do 
not want to go, and that the road they left leads somewhere worth everything it costs to get 
back to. 

The warning passages are honest. The destination of the broad road is real. The urgency of 
the invitation is proportional to the severity of what it is calling the believer away from. 

And the God who wrote both the warning and the invitation is not ambiguous about which 
He prefers. 

“‘As I live!’ declares the Lord GOD, ‘I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather 
that the wicked turn from his way and live.’”  — Ezekiel 33:11 (NASB) 

Turn. Live. These are His words, not ours. They are the words of a God who swears by His 
own existence that the destination He has described in this chapter is not the destination 
He wants for you. They are the opening sentence of Part Four. 

—  •  — 

The warning has been given. 

The invitation is next. 

Turn the page. 
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—  •  — 

“Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest.”  — Matthew 
11:28 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

PART FOUR  —  The Way Back: Grace, Repentance, and Return 

Chapter Eleven 

The God Who Pursues — Grace for the Wanderer 

—  •  — 

“So he got up and came to his father. But while he was still a long way off, his father saw 
him and felt compassion for him, and ran and embraced him and kissed him.”  — Luke 
15:20 (NASB) 

 

We have arrived at the center of this book. 

Not the geographic center — there are chapters still to come. But the theological center. 
The place where everything that has been said in the preceding ten chapters — the two 
roads, the drifting heart, the mechanisms of departure, the consequences of the broad 
road, the gravity of the eternal stakes — all of it opens onto this single, staggering reality: 
God is already moving toward you. 

Before you decided to pick up this book. Before you identified the mechanism of your drift. 
Before you named the rationalization, acknowledged the wound, confessed the hidden sin, 
began to calculate the cost of the broad road. Before any of that. The God who watched you 
drift onto the broad road has been watching the road that leads back from it. And the 
moment He sees movement — the first uncertain step of a prodigal who has finally “come 
to himself” (Luke 15:17) and remembered whose child they are — He runs. 

That word is the center of this chapter and the foundation of Part Four. He runs. Not walks. 
Not waits. Runs. 

Before a single instruction is given for the journey home, before repentance is defined or 
practical pathways are mapped or the disciplines of return are outlined, the reader must 
encounter the God whose character makes the return possible. Because the return to the 
narrow road is not primarily a human achievement. It is a response to a divine initiative. 
And the initiative has already been taken. 

—  •  — 
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11.1  The Father Running 

The parable of the prodigal son is the most beloved story Jesus ever told, and it has been so 
thoroughly domesticated by familiarity that its details have lost their shock value. Which is 
a tragedy, because the shock is the point. 

Consider the son’s situation before he returns. He has taken his inheritance — which in 
first-century Jewish culture was equivalent to saying: “I wish you were dead and I want my 
share of what you would leave me” — and wasted it in prodigal living in a far country. He 
has ended up feeding pigs, which for a Jewish young man was the nadir of social, cultural, 
and religious disgrace. He is, by every available measure, disqualified. Not from the narrow 
road as a theoretical concept — from his own family. From his own home. From any 
reasonable expectation of welcome back into a community whose laws and customs he 
has violated, whose patriarch he has functionally buried while still alive, and whose pigs he 
is now tending in humiliation. 

And then he comes to himself. He rehearses his speech. He begins the long walk home. 
And the text says: 

“But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion for him, and 
ran and embraced him and kissed him.”  — Luke 15:20 (NASB) 

Three details deserve to be held one at a time. 

The first: “while he was still a long way off.” The father did not wait for the son to complete 
the journey, to arrive on the doorstep, to present his prepared speech, to demonstrate by 
the quality of his repentance that he had sufficiently reconsidered his choices. The father 
saw him at a distance. This means the father was watching. He had not given up and 
resumed normal life. He was oriented toward the road. He was watching for a figure that 
had been gone long enough for hope to have thinned — and when that figure appeared, 
however far off, however small in the distance, he recognized it and felt compassion and 
moved. 

The second: he ran. This detail is culturally specific and theologically enormous. In first-
century Jewish culture, a man of property and social standing did not run. Running required 
gathering up one’s robe, which was undignified. It was the behavior of servants and 
children, not of patriarchs. To run was to abandon the dignity that defined one’s position. 
The father ran anyway. He did not weigh his dignity against his son. There was no contest. 
His child was coming home. He ran. 

The third: he embraced and kissed him before the speech. Before the confession was 
complete, before the request for servant-status was made, before the son had offered a 
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single word of explanation or self-assessment — the embrace. The robe. The ring. The 
sandals. The feast. The restoration was not contingent on the quality of the confession. It 
was the response to the direction of travel. The son turned. The father ran. That is the entire 
negotiation. 

“The story of the prodigal son is really the story of the reckless father — the father who 
refuses to let his love be constrained by the son’s choices.” 
  — Brennan Manning, The Ragamuffin Gospel 

Manning’s reframing is correct and essential. The parable is not primarily about the son’s 
repentance, though the son’s turning is real and matters. It is primarily about the father’s 
character — about the kind of love that refuses to stop watching the road, that will run 
when dignity says walk, that will embrace before the confession is complete, that will throw 
a party for someone who is still wearing the evidence of where they have been. 

This is the God who is waiting for the drifting believer who reads this chapter. Not with a list 
of conditions. Not with a probationary period. Not with the cool assessment of a father who 
wants to see more evidence of change before he commits to the welcome. With a party 
that is already prepared, a robe that is already waiting, and a love so reckless that it will not 
wait for you to reach the door. 

The only thing required is to turn and begin walking in the right direction. He will meet you 
on the road. 

—  •  — 

11.2  The Theology of the Pursuing God 

The parable of the prodigal son is the most famous expression of the pursuing God in the 
New Testament, but it is not the only one. The doctrine of divine pursuit runs through the 
entire biblical narrative like a thread — from the first question God asks in Genesis to the 
last invitation in Revelation. The God of the Bible is not the God who withdraws and waits to 
be sought. He is the God who seeks. 

Consider the pattern across the canon: 

 

Genesis 3:9  “Where are you?” — God initiates even after the Fall. 

The first words God speaks to fallen humanity are a question that is not a request for 
information. God knows where Adam is. He has always known. The question is the first 
recorded act of divine pursuit — the initiative of a God who walks in the garden looking for 
the children who have hidden from Him, calling into the silence of their shame with the 
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most theological question ever asked: Where are you? Not: What have you done? Not: Are 
you aware of the consequences? Not: Have you prepared your defense? Where are you? 
The pursuit begins in the garden, in the very moment of the first departure, before the exile 
has even been formally pronounced. The God who calls in the garden is the same God who 
calls in every moment of the drifting believer’s distance: Where are you? Not because He 
does not know. Because He wants you to know He is still looking. 

Hosea 2:14  “Therefore, behold, I will allure her” — God speaks tenderly to His 
wandering people. 

The book of Hosea is the most domestically intimate expression of the pursuing God in the 
Old Testament. God commands Hosea to marry a woman who will be unfaithful to him, as 
a living parable of Israel’s relationship with God. And in the passage that contains some of 
the most surprising language in all of Scripture, God describes His response to Israel’s 
unfaithfulness not with the language of judgment — which would be entirely just — but with 
the language of courtship: “I will allure her and bring her into the wilderness and speak 
kindly to her.” The Hebrew ַָפִתֶיה (pittêyah) — I will allure, I will woo, I will entice — is the 
language of a lover, not a judge. The God who has every right to respond to His people’s 
infidelity with condemnation chooses instead to pursue them back into the place of first 
love through the patient, tender work of renewed intimacy. This is the pursuing God in His 
most vulnerable register: not the power of sovereignty but the ache of love. 

Luke 15:4–7  The Shepherd leaving the ninety-nine — the economics of grace. 

The parable immediately preceding the prodigal son story describes a shepherd who leaves 
ninety-nine sheep in the open pasture to go searching for the one that is lost. By any 
reasonable economic calculation, this is irrational. The risk to the ninety-nine is not 
outweighed by the value of the one. But the Kingdom of God does not operate by the 
economics of reasonable calculation. It operates by the mathematics of a love that assigns 
to every single lost sheep the value of the entire flock. The shepherd does not wait for the 
sheep to find its way back. He goes. He searches. He does not stop until the lost is found. 
And when it is found, he does not lead it back with patient instruction about the right path. 
He puts it on his shoulders. He carries it home. This is the posture of the God who is 
pursuing the drifting believer: not waiting for them to navigate their own return, but going 
out to find them and carrying them when their own legs cannot make the journey. 

Luke 15:8–10  The woman searching for the lost coin — the thoroughness of divine 
pursuit. 

The second of the three parables in Luke 15 describes a woman who has ten silver coins 
and loses one — one tenth of her resources. She lights a lamp. She sweeps the entire 
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house. She searches carefully until she finds it. The detail of the lamp and the broom 
suggests a thoroughness that leaves no corner unexamined. No part of the house is too 
dark, too obscure, too difficult to reach for the search to be abandoned. When the coin is 
found, she calls her friends and neighbors: “Rejoice with me, for I have found the coin 
which I had lost.” And Jesus’ application: “In the same way, I tell you, there is joy in the 
presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.” The entire machinery of 
heaven, in this image, is oriented toward the finding of what was lost. The search is 
thorough, personal, and accompanied by a joy that involves the entire company of heaven 
when it succeeds. 

John 21:15–19  Jesus restores Peter — the specific, personal, named pursuit. 

Peter has denied Jesus three times, in the courtyard, by a charcoal fire. He has not formally 
apostatized — but he has committed the most dramatic, most public, most devastating 
betrayal in the Gospel narratives. After the resurrection, Jesus appears on the beach of the 
Sea of Galilee where Peter first heard his call — and there is a charcoal fire burning. The 
same distinctive smell. The same context. And Jesus does not address the denial directly. 
He asks, three times, the question that is the mirror image of the three denials: “Do you 
love Me?” Three denials restored by three affirmations. Three times the wound cauterized 
by the same number of encounters with grace. Jesus does not wait for Peter to come to 
Him with a prepared speech. He comes to Peter. He lights the fire. He makes the breakfast. 
He conducts the restoration in the geography of the original failure — as if to say: I am not 
starting over from scratch. I am restoring exactly what was broken, in the exact place where 
it was broken. This is the God who pursues. 

 

“The love of God is not a timid love. It pursues. It searches. It refuses to give up. Even when 
you have gone as far as you can go in the wrong direction, you will look up and find Him 
there.” 
  — Frederick Buechner, The Magnificent Defeat 

Buechner’s description is not an overstatement. The biblical evidence for the pursuing God 
is overwhelming — from the first garden question to the parabolic trilogy of Luke 15 to the 
beach breakfast of John 21, the canon consistently portrays a God whose love has a 
directionality: it moves toward the lost. Not timidly. Not tentatively. With the urgency of a 
father who sees his child at a great distance and breaks into a run, with the thoroughness of 
a woman who will not stop sweeping until the coin is found, with the specific, personal, 
intimate care of a shepherd who puts the found sheep on his own shoulders rather than 
walking it back. 
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The drifting believer who has been on the broad road long enough to feel that the distance 
between them and the narrow road is too great to cross should read this section again. 
Slowly. The distance you feel is not the distance God sees. The distance you have traveled 
is not the distance He is willing to travel to reach you. He has already left the ninety-nine. 
He is already in the wilderness with a lamp. He has already seen you on the road, at a great 
distance, and He is already running. 

—  •  — 

11.3  The Doctrine of Prevenient and Restoring Grace 

The theological reality behind everything described in the previous two sections has a 
name: prevenient grace. It is the grace that comes before — the grace that precedes, 
enables, and initiates every human movement toward God. It is the grace that was seeking 
Adam in the garden before Adam knew he was being sought. The grace that was alluring 
Israel back before Israel had turned around. The grace that was building a breakfast fire on 
a Galilean beach before Peter arrived. 

It is the grace that is at work in the drifting believer right now, in the very moment of reading 
this book. 

Because reading this book is not a neutral act. It is evidence of grace already operating. The 
drifting believer who picked up this book — who felt something stir when the title caught 
their attention, who kept reading through the parts that were uncomfortable, who arrived at 
this chapter with something that feels either like hope or like the memory of hope — is 
already experiencing the pursuit described in Section 11.2. The question is not whether 
God is pursuing them. The question is whether they will recognize the pursuit for what it is 
and respond to it. 

“For it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure.”  — 
Philippians 2:13 (NASB) 

Paul’s statement in Philippians 2:13 is the foundational text for understanding the 
relationship between divine initiative and human response in the return to the narrow road. 
God is at work in you. Not: God will be at work in you when you have sufficiently prepared 
yourself. Not: God was at work in you during the season you were on the narrow road. 
Present tense. Active. Right now, in the midst of whatever distance the drift has created, 
God is at work — both to will and to work. He is working at the level of the will — the 
deepest place of human agency — to produce the desire for His good pleasure. The desire 
to return is itself a gift. The longing for the narrow road is itself prevenient grace. 
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This is not a passive reality. Paul writes it in the context of a command: “work out your own 
salvation with fear and trembling” (Philippians 2:12). The human response is real and 
required. The return to the narrow road is not accomplished by waiting passively for God to 
relocate the believer without their participation. But the human response is always a 
response to a divine initiative that has already been taken. The prodigal got up and began 
the journey home. But the reason he could get up was that the father’s love had been 
working in him — had been the restless ache beneath the pigsty, the memory of the father’s 
house that made the far country feel like a foreign country, the dawning recognition that 
“even my father’s hired servants have more than enough bread” (Luke 15:17). The decision 
to return was the prodigal’s. The grace that made the decision possible was the father’s. 

“Long before I ever sought God, He was seeking me. The grace that saved me originally is 
the same grace that keeps calling me home every time I wander.” 
  — John Newton, personal letters 

Newton’s testimony — from the man who wrote “Amazing Grace” after his own dramatic 
rescue from the broad road — names the continuity that is one of the most important 
truths in this chapter. The restoring grace that calls the drifting believer back to the narrow 
road is not a different grace from the saving grace that first brought them to it. It is the same 
grace, extended into a new season of need. The God who initiated the relationship is the 
God who is initiating the return. The love that found the believer when they were lost the 
first time is the love that is finding them again. 

This means that the return to the narrow road is not a second conversion — not the 
beginning of a new relationship with a God who has been absent during the drift. It is the 
renewal of a relationship that has never actually been terminated from God’s side, even 
when it has been all but abandoned from the believer’s side. The narrow road is not a road 
the drifting believer has to discover for the first time. It is a road they have to find again. And 
the God who helped them find it the first time is the God who is walking the road that leads 
back to it right now, watching for the moment when the wanderer looks up. 

This is the theological foundation of Part Four. Every chapter that follows — on repentance, 
on practical pathways, on the long obedience of the restored life — is built on this ground: 
the God who pursues has already made the first move. The return to the narrow road is not 
a solo expedition mounted by a sufficiently motivated individual. It is a journey taken in 
response to a love that has been running toward the wanderer since the moment they 
turned away. 
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“You do not have to acquire holiness. You have to receive it. And to receive it, you only have 
to be willing to be held by the One who is already holding you.” 
  — Thomas Merton, New Seeds of Contemplation 

Merton’s framing is the counterintuitive gift of this chapter. The broad road believer who has 
been convinced by shame or distance or the sheer weight of accumulated drift that the 
return is primarily their achievement to accomplish, their distance to cross, their 
worthiness to establish — needs to hear this: you are not walking toward a God who is 
waiting at the end of a long religious performance. You are being held by a God who has not 
let go, and the return to the narrow road is less an achievement than a relaxation — the 
release of the resistance that has been keeping you from feeling what has been true all 
along. 

He is already there. He is already running. He is already holding. 

The only question left is whether you are willing to let yourself be found. 

—  •  — 

The Welcome That Waits 

The chapters that follow will be practical. They will describe what repentance looks like, 
what the pathways back to the narrow road involve, what the long obedience of the 
restored life requires. They will be honest about the fact that the return is not always easy 
or instantaneous, that some damage takes time to repair, that the disciplines of the narrow 
road require renewed effort to establish. 

But all of that comes second. What comes first is this: the welcome is real. It is not a 
theological concept. It is not a comforting metaphor that dissolves under the pressure of 
actual experience. It is the character of God — the Father who runs, the Shepherd who 
carries, the Woman who searches, the Lord who makes breakfast on the beach and 
conducts the restoration in the geography of the failure. 

Whatever you have done. However far you have gone. However long you have been gone. 
The robe is waiting. The ring is waiting. The feast is already being prepared. And the Father 
is watching the road. 

You are still a long way off. And He is already running. 

—  •  — 

“Return to the LORD your God, for He is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger, 
abounding in lovingkindness and relenting of evil.”  — Joel 2:13 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

PART FOUR  —  The Way Back: Grace, Repentance, and Return 

Chapter Twelve 

The Narrow Gate of Repentance — Turning Around 

—  •  — 

“For the sorrow that is according to the will of God produces a repentance without regret, 
leading to salvation, but the sorrow of the world produces death.”  — 2 Corinthians 7:10 
(NASB) 

 

The word repentance has been so thoroughly mishandled in the history of the church that 
recovering its actual meaning requires us to first clear away what it has come to mean in 
common usage. 

For many believers, repentance carries the weight of punishment — a painful spiritual 
transaction that must be completed before God will accept the returning wanderer. In this 
understanding, repentance is the price of forgiveness: a sufficient quantity of remorse, 
demonstrated with sufficient sincerity over a sufficient period of time, that eventually tips 
the scales enough for grace to be released. It is something to be endured rather than 
embraced. A narrow, painful doorway that must be passed through before the welcome 
can be received. 

This misunderstanding is spiritually damaging in both directions. It makes repentance feel 
like punishment to the person who most needs to practice it, and it quietly suggests that 
the grace waiting on the other side is conditioned on the quality of the suffering that 
preceded it. Neither of these things is true. Repentance is not punishment. It is the narrow 
gate through which the returning prodigal passes from the far country back into the father’s 
house — not a toll to be paid for admission, but the turning itself. The act of changing 
direction. The moment the prodigal “got up” (Luke 15:20) and started walking. 

This chapter reclaims repentance as what it actually is: the first step home, the beginning 
of freedom, the narrow gate that feels more difficult to approach than it is to pass through 
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— because the God on the other side of it is not the judge many people expect but the 
Father who is already running toward them. 

—  •  — 

12.1  What Repentance Actually Is 

The Greek word is μετάνοια (metanoia). Its compound structure is revealing: μετά (meta) 
means after, or beyond — implying movement and change; νοια (noia) comes from νοῦς 
(nous), the mind, the understanding, the center of perception and judgment. A literal 
rendering is: a going beyond the mind that was. A change at the level of understanding that 
is deep enough and thorough enough to produce a new direction. 

The word carries more weight than its English translation “a change of mind” suggests, 
because νοῦς in the Greek New Testament is not merely the intellect. It encompasses the 
whole orientation of the inner person — the way a person understands reality, what they 
love and value, how they assess what is good and desirable and worth their life. A metanoia 
is not the adoption of a new opinion. It is the reorientation of an entire person: the intellect 
that now sees sin for what it actually is rather than what the rationalizing heart has told it to 
see; the emotions that feel genuine grief over what has been done and to whom; the will 
that turns — decisively, volitionally, against the pull of the flesh and the habit of the drift — 
away from the sinful pattern and back toward God. 

Three dimensions of biblical repentance are worth examining separately, because each 
one is necessary and none is sufficient alone: 

The intellectual dimension: seeing sin honestly. Repentance begins with clear-eyed 
acknowledgment of what has actually happened — not what it has been rationalized into, 
not the softened version that the deceitful heart has substituted for the truth, but the 
actual thing. The prodigal “came to himself” (Luke 15:17) before he came to his father. He 
saw where he was and what he had done and called it by its right name: sin. The 
intellectual dimension of repentance is the refusal of the distance that rationalization 
creates between the sinner and the truth of their condition. 

The emotional dimension: genuine grief that is God-ward. Paul distinguishes in 2 
Corinthians 7:10 between “sorrow according to the will of God,” which produces 
repentance without regret, and “sorrow of the world,” which produces death. The 
difference is directional. Worldly sorrow is grief directed at consequences — at the pain, 
the loss, the damage to self-interest that sin has produced. Godly sorrow is grief directed at 
the offense itself — at the reality that a loving God has been dishonored, a relationship 
damaged, a gift of grace treated with contempt. It is the difference between feeling bad 



123 
 

about getting caught and feeling bad about what was done. Only one of these produces 
genuine repentance. 

The volitional dimension: the decisive turning of the will. Metanoia is not merely seeing 
differently and feeling differently. It is moving differently — the engagement of the will in a 
definitive reorientation of the life’s direction. This is the element that distinguishes 
repentance from remorse, as the next section will examine in detail. The turning of the will 
does not mean the instant and permanent elimination of all temptation to return to the old 
pattern. It means the decisive commitment to a new direction — the getting up of the 
prodigal, the turning of the face toward home, the first step of a journey that may be long 
but whose direction has been changed. 

“True repentance is not just being sorry for sin. It is being sorry enough to stop.” 
  — Andrew Murray 

Murray’s formulation is the most practically useful single definition of repentance in this 
chapter. It is not merely emotional. It is directional. The grief that does not produce a 
changed direction is not the repentance the Scripture describes. It may be real grief. It may 
be genuinely felt sorrow. But if it does not issue in the turning that metanoia implies, it is 
not repentance. It is remorse — which leads, as Paul says, not to salvation but to death. 

—  •  — 

12.2  The Difference Between Remorse and Repentance 

The distinction Paul draws in 2 Corinthians 7:10 between godly sorrow and worldly sorrow 
maps directly onto the distinction between repentance and remorse — and it is one of the 
most pastorally important distinctions in this entire book, because many believers who 
have spent years experiencing remorse have confused it with repentance and wondered 
why it produces no healing. 

Remorse and repentance feel similar from the inside, particularly in their early stages. Both 
involve genuine emotional pain over something that has been done. Both can produce 
tears, sleeplessness, and the kind of self-accusation that feels like the right response to 
wrongdoing. The difference is in their orientation and, critically, in their destination. 

Remorse  is focused on consequences — on what the sin has cost the sinner. 

Repentance  is focused on the offense — on what the sin has done to God and to others. 

The Scripture provides two contrasting portraits of these two responses, and both are 
deeply instructive. 
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Judas: Remorse Without Repentance 

Matthew 27:3–5 describes Judas’s response after the betrayal: he was seized with remorse 
(μεταμεληθείς, metameletheis — a different Greek word from metanoia, meaning to feel 
regret or to change one’s feeling). He tried to return the thirty pieces of silver. He declared 
that he had sinned by betraying innocent blood. And then he went and hanged himself. The 
sorrow was real. The self-condemnation was genuine. But the sorrow moved in the wrong 
direction — inward, toward self-destruction, rather than outward toward the God who 
could have received even Judas in the hour of his failure and extended to him the same 
grace He extended to Peter. Remorse without repentance is a closed loop — it feeds on 
itself, deepens its own darkness, and finds its destination not in restoration but in 
destruction. The Greek word Paul uses for the outcome of worldly sorrow in 2 Corinthians 
7:10 is θάνατον (thanaton) — death. Judas is its portrait. 

Peter: Repentance Without Abandonment 

Peter’s failure is as dramatic as Judas’s. He denied Christ three times, in the moment of 
greatest need, with oaths and curses. He went out and wept bitterly (Matthew 26:75) — the 
same immediate emotional response as Judas. But the trajectory that followed was entirely 
different. Peter did not turn inward into self-destruction. He waited. He stayed with the 
disciples. He ran to the empty tomb. He returned to fishing — which, in John 21, reads less 
like a career decision and more like a man who does not know what to do with himself and 
has gone back to the last thing he knew before all of this began. And Jesus came to him 
there. On the beach. By the fire. And the restoration that Judas never sought — because 
remorse told him it was not available — Peter received. Because Peter’s grief, however 
devastating, was moving in the right direction: not inward toward self-condemnation but 
outward, waiting, available to be met by the God who was already running toward him. 

The contrast between these two men is the most important practical illustration of this 
chapter’s core distinction. The difference between them was not the depth of their failure 
— both were catastrophic. The difference was the direction their grief moved. Judas’s 
remorse was a closed loop that ended in death. Peter’s sorrow was oriented outward, 
toward the God who had not finished with him — and it ended in breakfast on a beach and 
a renewed commission to feed the sheep of Jesus Christ. 

The drifting believer who has been confusing remorse for repentance — who has been 
cycling through genuine grief without genuine turning, who has been feeling sorry without 
feeling sorry enough to stop and to turn — needs to recognize the distinction clearly. 
Remorse is not the enemy of repentance. It may be its first movement. But remorse that 
turns inward and feeds on itself is not the “sorrow according to the will of God” that Paul 
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describes. It is the sorrow of the world. And its destination, without the turning of genuine 
metanoia, is the same as its origin: more of the same. 

—  •  — 

12.3  The Five Elements of Biblical Repentance 

Biblical repentance is not a feeling. It is a process — a comprehensive movement of the 
whole person that involves specific, identifiable elements, each of which is necessary and 
none of which is sufficient alone. The following five constitute the full anatomy of genuine 
metanoia. They are not steps to be completed in sequence so much as dimensions of a 
single turning that, in the experience of the repentant believer, may occur simultaneously 
or in a different order than presented here. What matters is that all five are present. 

 

RECOGNITION  —  seeing clearly what has actually happened 

The first element of repentance is seeing. Not the softened, rationalized, partially-
concealed version of the sin that the drifting heart has been living with, but the actual thing 
— the real description, in honest language, of what has been done and how long it has 
been happening and what it has cost. This is the moment the prodigal “came to himself” — 
the moment of clear-eyed acknowledgment that the far country is the far country, not an 
alternative lifestyle or a necessary season of growth. Recognition requires the deliberate 
suspension of every rationalizing argument that has been protecting the believer from the 
full weight of what the drift has been. It is seeing sin as God sees it: not minimized, not 
contextualized, not compared favorably to someone else’s worse sin, but clearly and 
honestly for what it is. 

RESPONSIBILITY  —  owning the choice without deflection 

The second element is the refusal of deflection. Every mechanism of drift described in Part 
Two of this book comes with a ready supply of partial explanations: the wound that justified 
the departure, the culture that normalized it, the community that failed to prevent it, the 
circumstances that made it feel necessary. Many of these explanations contain real truth. 
The wounds are real. The cultural pressure is real. The failures of community are real. But 
none of them removes the human agency that was present in the drift. Responsibility is the 
honest acknowledgment that however real the contributing factors were, there were 
choices made — choices to neglect, to rationalize, to accommodate, to conceal — that 
were genuinely the believer’s own. David’s confession in Psalm 51 is the model: ‘Against 
You, You only, I have sinned and done what is evil in Your sight’ (v. 4). Not: I sinned because 
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of what was done to me. Not: I sinned because of what I was up against. Against You. I. 
Have sinned. 

REMORSE  —  grief that is God-ward, not merely self-concerned 

The third element is the emotional dimension described in Section 12.1 — the godly sorrow 
that Paul distinguishes from worldly sorrow by its orientation. Genuine remorse in the 
context of repentance is grief that is directed first toward God: sorrow that His name has 
been dishonored, that His grace has been treated with contempt, that the relationship He 
purchased at infinite cost has been neglected or abandoned. It is the grief of the person 
who, having seen clearly what they have done (recognition) and owned it without deflection 
(responsibility), feels the weight of the offense against a God who did not deserve it. This is 
not self-punishment. It is love — the love of a person whose relationship with God is real 
enough that its damage produces real grief. And it is this grief, Paul says, that produces 
repentance without regret. 

RENUNCIATION  —  the decisive turning of the will away from the pattern 

The fourth element is the volitional turning that makes metanoia the word it is. 
Renunciation is the decisive engagement of the will against the sinful pattern — the 
moment of choosing, not just feeling, a different direction. It is the prodigal getting up. It is 
the commitment, made in the presence of God and often in the presence of others, to turn 
away from the specific mechanism of drift that led to the broad road: the neglected 
disciplines, the accommodated conscience, the rationalized compromise, the hidden sin 
that was protected and fed. Renunciation does not guarantee that the temptation to return 
to the old pattern will disappear immediately or completely. But it is the line in the sand 
that the will draws — the declaration that the direction has changed, and that the change is 
real. 

RESTORATION  —  actively pursuing what the drift has broken 

The fifth element distinguishes genuine repentance from a purely interior spiritual 
transaction. Repentance that is real produces movement — toward the God whose 
presence has been forfeited, toward the community whose accountability has been 
avoided, toward the disciplines that have been abandoned, and, where appropriate, toward 
the people who have been harmed by the drift. Restoration is not the condition of 
forgiveness — forgiveness is already available through the finished work of Christ to the 
person who comes with the first four elements in place. Restoration is the evidence and 
outworking of the repentance that made forgiveness possible. It is the prodigal’s return to 
the father’s house — not just the moment of turning on the road, but the actual journey 
home and the reestablishment of life in the community he left. 
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“Repentance is not an occasional act; it is a permanent attitude. It involves a complete 
change in one’s orientation toward sin and God.” 
  — A.W. Tozer, The Knowledge of the Holy 

Tozer’s framing anticipates the next section: repentance is not a transaction completed at 
conversion or at a specific moment of crisis. It is an orientation — the permanent posture 
of the believer who remains honest about their need and responsive to the grace that 
meets it. The five elements described above are not a checklist completed once and filed. 
They are the recurring movements of a life lived in ongoing transparency before a holy God 
who loves the repentant heart not as a curiosity but as a homecoming. 

—  •  — 

12.4  Repentance Is Not a One-Time Event 

On October 31, 1517, Martin Luther nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the door of the 
Wittenberg Castle Church. He would go on to address indulgences, the authority of the 
Pope, the nature of grace, and a dozen other matters of burning theological controversy. 
But his first thesis — the one with which he chose to open his challenge to the medieval 
church — was not about any of those things. It was about repentance. 

Thesis 1: When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said ‘Repent’ (Matthew 4:17), he intended 
the entire life of believers to be repentance.  — Martin Luther, The Ninety-Five Theses 

Luther’s first thesis was a direct challenge to the medieval indulgence system, which had 
commodified repentance into a transaction that could be completed, purchased, and filed 
away. But it was simultaneously a positive theological claim about the nature of the 
Christian life: repentance is not a crisis event or a conversion transaction. It is the ongoing 
posture of every believer, from the first moment of faith to the last breath of life. 

This is not a counsel of despair. It is a description of what healthy spiritual life looks like. 
The believer who is walking the narrow road is not a person who has left repentance behind 
as a feature of their pre-converted life. They are a person whose relationship with God is 
characterised by the ongoing honesty, transparency, and responsiveness to grace that 
repentance describes. Their prayer life includes genuine confession. Their engagement 
with the Word includes genuine correction. Their community includes genuine 
accountability. They are not in a constant state of crisis-level contrition — but they are in a 
constant state of openness to the Spirit’s conviction and willingness to turn when turning is 
required. 
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The drifting believer who is considering the return to the narrow road sometimes carries the 
expectation that repentance is something they must complete before the journey can begin 
— a sufficient quantity of grief and self-examination that, when it reaches a particular 
threshold, releases the permission to move forward. This expectation misunderstands both 
repentance and the God who receives it. Repentance is the movement itself, not the 
condition for the movement. The prodigal’s return journey and his repentance were the 
same event. He did not repent first and then begin walking. The walking was the 
repentance. 

“Wash yourselves, make yourselves clean; remove the evil of your deeds from My sight. 
Cease to do evil, learn to do good; seek justice, reprove the ruthless, defend the orphan, 
plead for the widow. Come now, and let us reason together, says the LORD, Though your 
sins are as scarlet, they will be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they will 
be like wool.”  — Isaiah 1:16–18 (NASB) 

Isaiah’s invitation from God is one of the most gracious statements in the Old Testament, 
and its structure is instructive. God does not say: achieve a sufficient standard of 
cleanliness and then come to me. He says: come, and let us reason together. The cleansing 
that is described in verses 16–17 — wash, make clean, cease evil, learn good — is not the 
precondition for the relationship. It is the description of the life that the relationship 
produces. The scarlet becomes white. The crimson becomes wool. This is God’s work in 
response to the turning, not the achievement that earns the turning’s welcome. 

This is the grace that makes Luther’s first thesis not a burden but a freedom. The entire life 
of believers is repentance — not because believers are perpetually wallowing in failure, but 
because they are perpetually available to the Spirit’s conviction, perpetually honest about 
their need, and perpetually oriented toward the God who receives the repentant heart not 
as an inconvenient exception to His plan but as its most central purpose. 

“Nothing in my hand I bring, simply to Thy cross I cling; naked, come to Thee for dress; 
helpless, look to Thee for grace; foul, I to the fountain fly; wash me, Saviour, or I die.” 
  — Augustus Toplady, Rock of Ages 

Toplady’s hymn captures the posture of repentance with a completeness that few 
theological treatises manage: nothing in the hand, clinging, naked, helpless, foul, flying to 
the fountain. Every descriptor is an act of honesty and an act of faith simultaneously. The 
repentant believer brings nothing of their own sufficiency and claims everything of God’s. 
This is not the posture of one terrible crisis moment. It is the posture of every moment — 
the permanent orientation of a life that knows its own need and knows whose hands are 
large enough to fill it. 
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The narrow gate of repentance is not a punishment that must be endured before grace is 
available. It is the very first act of grace — the moment the heart, moved by the pursuing 
God of Chapter 11, turns its face toward home and begins the journey that the Father has 
been watching for. The gate is narrow because it requires the honest surrender of every 
self-justification, every protective rationalization, every maintained concealment. It cannot 
be entered while carrying those things. But it is not narrow because God makes it difficult 
to find. It is narrow because truth is always narrower than the comfortable 
accommodations that surround it. 

Pass through it. The other side is the narrow road. And it is better than anything the broad 
road ever offered. 

—  •  — 

“Repent and return, so that your sins may be wiped away, in order that times of refreshing 
may come from the presence of the Lord.”  — Acts 3:19 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

PART FOUR  —  The Way Back: Grace, Repentance, and Return 

Chapter Thirteen 

Finding Your Way Back — Practical Pathways to the Narrow Road 

—  •  — 

“‘Come now, and let us reason together,’ says the LORD, ‘Though your sins are as scarlet, 
they will be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they will be like wool.’”  — 
Isaiah 1:18 (NASB) 

 

This chapter is different from every other chapter in this book. 

Every preceding chapter has been primarily descriptive — describing the two roads, tracing 
the mechanisms of drift, naming the consequences, establishing the theological 
foundations of grace and repentance. All of that work has been preparation for this 
moment. Because the person who picks up a book called When You Make the Wrong Turn 
is not primarily looking for a diagnosis of their condition — however accurate and 
necessary that diagnosis has been. They are looking for a way back. 

This chapter is the map. Not a checklist to be completed in sequence and then checked 
off. Not a performance schedule that must be executed with sufficient quality to earn the 
narrow road’s restoration. A map drawn from Scripture and from the lived experience of 
every believer who has ever drifted and found their way back — drawn by a God who 
designed the return journey with the same intentionality with which He designed the road. 

The pathways described here are not equal in their urgency. Some belong to the first day of 
the return. Others are the slow architecture of a life being rebuilt over months and years. 
They are presented in roughly the order in which they become relevant — but the God who 
is already running toward you does not require you to travel them in perfect sequence. 
Begin where you can. Begin today. The narrow road is not as far away as the distance you 
have traveled suggests. And the God who designed it has kept the entrance open. 
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—  •  — 

13.1  Come Exactly As You Are 

The first and most important instruction for the return journey is the one the returning 
believer is least likely to believe: do not clean yourself up first. 

This instruction contradicts the deep intuition that shame produces in virtually every 
believer who has spent significant time on the broad road. Shame tells them they are not 
ready. That the gap between where they are and where the narrow road begins is too large 
to cross in their current condition. That the community they left, the God they neglected, 
and the disciplines they abandoned require a presentation-quality version of the believer 
before they will accept the return. That the appropriate first step is not to come home but to 
become presentable enough to deserve the welcome. 

This is shame talking. And shame, as we have seen throughout this book, is the enemy’s 
most reliable instrument for keeping the believer from the grace that would free them from 
it. 

The parable of the prodigal son is, among many other things, a direct refutation of this 
intuition. The prodigal’s plan was to return as a servant — to negotiate his way back to the 
household at a reduced status that he felt was proportional to his failure. He rehearsed the 
speech. He prepared the diminished self-presentation. He was not coming back as a son; 
he was coming back as someone applying for the lowest available position. And the father 
interrupted the speech before it was finished. The robe came out while the rehearsed 
confession was still in progress. The ring was on the finger before the request for servant-
status was complete. The feast was already prepared. 

The prodigal did not need to be a cleaned-up version of himself to receive the full 
restoration. He needed only to be walking in the right direction. The father met the 
condition that mattered — movement toward home — and provided everything else. 

“‘Come now, and let us reason together,’ says the LORD, ‘Though your sins are as scarlet, 
they will be as white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they will be like wool.’”  — 
Isaiah 1:18 (NASB) 

Isaiah’s invitation from God is the same: come now. Not come when you are ready. Not 
come when you have demonstrated the sustained improvement that would make the 
coming feel justified. Come now. The scarlet does not become white as the precondition 
for the coming. It becomes white in response to it. The sequence is the invitation first, the 
transformation second. The transformation is God’s work. The coming is yours. 
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There is a secular poem that gets close to this truth and falls just short of it. Mary Oliver’s 
“Wild Geese” tells the reader that they do not have to be good, do not have to walk through 
the desert repenting, that the world goes on and the soft animal of the body is welcome to 
love what it loves. It is a poem of extraordinary grace and genuine comfort for those who 
have been crushed by impossible standards of human performance. As a counter to 
legalism, it is a gift. But it stops at acceptance of the self in its current state, which is not 
quite what the Gospel offers. The Gospel offers something more radical than acceptance 
— it offers transformation. Not the acceptance of scarlet but the whitening of it. Not the 
welcome of the soiled garment but the robe already waiting. You do not have to clean 
yourself up before you come. But the God who receives you as you are does not intend to 
leave you as you are. He receives you in order to remake you. 

Come. Come now. Come smelling like whatever place you have been. The robe is waiting at 
the door. 

—  •  — 

13.2  Return to Prayer: The First Step 

Of all the practical pathways described in this chapter, prayer is both the most accessible 
and the most frequently deferred. The drifting believer who has been absent from honest 
prayer for weeks or months or years often carries, alongside the desire to return, an acute 
sense of the awkwardness of resuming a conversation that has been one-sidedly silent for 
so long. How do you start? Where do you begin? What do you say to a God you have been 
avoiding — or simply ignoring — after a sustained season of distance? 

The answer is both simpler and more immediate than the shame-driven sense of 
awkwardness suggests: start where you are. Not where you wish you were. Not at some 
standard of spiritual fluency that you hope to reach by the end of the prayer. Start with what 
is actually true of your condition in this moment. The hollow prayer — the honest, 
stumbling, “I don’t even know what to say” prayer — is a better beginning than the proud 
silence that shame maintains. 

Jesus provides the model in Luke 18 with the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector. 
The Pharisee’s prayer is polished, articulate, grateful, and entirely self-referential. The tax 
collector’s prayer is the shortest prayer in the New Testament: “God, be merciful to me, the 
sinner” (Luke 18:13). Seven words in English. Fewer in Greek. Not elaborate. Not polished. 
Not impressive by any rhetorical standard. Just honest. And Jesus says: this man went to 
his house justified rather than the other. 
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“But the tax collector, standing some distance away, was even unwilling to lift up his eyes to 
heaven, but was beating his breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, the sinner!’”  — Luke 
18:13 (NASB) 

The tax collector’s posture is worth noting alongside his words: standing at a distance, 
unwilling to lift his eyes, beating his breast. Every physical detail communicates the same 
thing as the words: I am not presenting myself as adequate. I am presenting myself as in 
need. And that presentation — unpolished, unconcealed, entirely honest about its 
condition — is exactly what prayer is for. God does not require a performance. He requires 
a person. Specifically, a person who knows what they are and is willing to say so. 

Three principles for the believer returning to prayer: 

Honesty is not a scandal in prayer. God already knows. The prayer that begins with ‘I don’t 
know how to do this anymore’ is not disqualified by its own awkwardness. It is qualified by 
its honesty. The God who searched for Adam in the garden and asked ‘Where are you?’ is 
not surprised by the returning believer’s answer. He is waiting for it. 

Start small and stay consistent. The return to prayer does not begin with an hour of 
intercession. It begins with five minutes of honest conversation. What is true right now? 
What are you afraid of? What do you want? What do you need? Give God the actual 
contents of your interior life rather than the polished presentation of what you think prayer 
is supposed to sound like. 

Use the Psalms as a vocabulary when your own words fail. The Psalter is the prayer book 
of the broken and the restored — a collection of prayers composed by people in precisely 
the conditions that the returning believer inhabits. Psalm 51 is David’s prayer after the 
failure of Bathsheba and Uriah. Psalm 130 is the prayer from the depths. Psalm 32 is the 
prayer of the confessed and forgiven. When you cannot find your own words, borrow 
David’s. He has already prayed where you are. 

“Prayer is not asking. Prayer is putting oneself in the hands of God, at His disposition, and 
listening to His voice in the depth of our hearts.” 
  — Mother Teresa 

Mother Teresa’s definition reframes prayer away from the performance anxiety that keeps 
the returning believer from beginning. Prayer is not primarily the production of articulate 
requests. It is the positioning of the self — however ragged, however inarticulate, however 
hollow it feels in the early stages of return — in the hands of God. The words are less 
important than the posture. And the posture required is simply: available. Here. Held. 

 



134 
 

—  •  — 

13.3  Return to the Word: Re-Establishing the Compass 

If prayer is the voice of the returning believer reaching toward God, Scripture is the voice of 
God reaching back. The two belong together, and the believer who resumes one without the 
other has restored only half of the conversation. 

The drifting believer’s relationship with Scripture has often followed the same arc as their 
relationship with prayer: first neglected, then occasional, then consciously avoided 
because the Word — with its clarity, its conviction, and its refusal to accommodate the 
rationalizing heart — was too uncomfortable a companion for a life bent on the broad road. 
And now, in the return, the Word needs to be reapproached with the same honesty and the 
same absence of performance pressure that characterized the return to prayer. 

Two practical starting places for the believer whose Scripture engagement has atrophied: 

Begin with the Psalms. The 150 psalms are the most personally honest literature in the 
canon — prayers and songs composed by people who were confused, afraid, grieving, 
joyful, repentant, angry, and desperate, addressed to a God who received all of it. The 
Psalter does not require the reader to be in a particular spiritual condition to engage it. It 
meets the reader wherever they are and gives them language for the condition they are in. 
Psalm 22 begins in abandonment and ends in praise. Psalm 46 is for the person whose 
world is falling apart. Psalm 23 is for the person who needs to be reminded that the 
Shepherd is still walking with them through the valley. Wherever the returning believer is, 
there is a psalm that speaks from the same place. 

Read the Gospels again — slowly, with fresh eyes. The four Gospels are the most 
important literature in the history of the world, and the returning believer who has been 
away from them for an extended season will find that they read differently than they 
remembered. Not because the Gospels have changed, but because the reader has. The 
encounter with Jesus in Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John — the Jesus who welcomed the 
prodigals and confronted the Pharisees and ate with sinners and wept at the grave of 
Lazarus and made breakfast for the disciples on the beach — is often the most direct route 
to the renewed relationship that the return to the narrow road requires. Read slowly. Read 
small sections. Read the same passage several days in a row. Let the Jesus of the Gospels 
become more than a theological construct. Let Him be the person He is. 

“Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.”  — Psalm 119:105 (NASB) 

The psalmist’s metaphor is worth sitting with: a lamp to the feet, a light to the path. Not a 
floodlight illuminating the entire landscape at once. Not a comprehensive map revealing 
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the full terrain from beginning to end. A lamp at the feet — enough light for the next step, 
and the step after that, and the one after that. The returning believer does not need to see 
the entire road home before they can start walking. They need enough light for the next 
step. The Word provides exactly that. Not certainty about every question and resolution of 
every doubt — but light for the path that is immediately in front of them. 

One important caution: receive the Word as compass, not as condemnation. The drifting 
believer who returns to Scripture expecting it to primarily confirm their worst self-
assessments will find material to support that expectation — but they will be reading the 
Bible against the grain of its primary intention. The Scripture that exposes sin does so in the 
service of the grace that heals it. The conviction it produces is designed to drive the reader 
toward the cross, not away from it. Read with that orientation: every passage that names 
sin is standing next to a passage that names the remedy. Find both. 

—  •  — 

13.4  Return to Community: You Cannot Walk Alone 

Isolation is the enemy’s preferred environment for the believer who is trying to return to the 
narrow road. It was the condition that made the drift most available in the first place, as 
Chapter Three described — the abandoned community, the atrophied accountability, the 
replacement of narrow-road fellowship with broad-road company. And it is the condition 
that makes genuine return most difficult, because the return to the narrow road is not a 
solo expedition. It is a communal journey. The human person was not designed to walk this 
road alone. 

“Two are better than one because they have a good return for their labor. For if either of 
them falls, the one will lift up his companion. But woe to the one who falls when there is not 
another to lift him up.”  — Ecclesiastes 4:9–10 (NASB) 

Solomon’s observation is ancient wisdom confirmed by every pastoral experience and 
every study of spiritual recovery: the person who walks alone falls alone and stays down. 
The person who walks with others has someone whose hand they can reach for when the 
next step is too much. The return to community is not optional for the believer who is 
serious about the return to the narrow road. It is the structural requirement of a journey 
whose design includes the other. 

Several clarifications about what this means in practice: 

Returning to community does not necessarily mean returning to the specific 
community that was present during the drift. If the community you left was one that 
contributed to the wounding described in Chapter Four, or one that normalized the 
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accommodations described in Chapter Six, returning to it may not be the right step. The 
requirement is for genuine, grace-filled, accountability-bearing community — not for the 
specific institution in which the drift occurred. Find a community that loves Jesus clearly, 
preaches the whole counsel of Scripture honestly, and is willing to receive the returning 
believer without requiring a perfect presentation as the condition of belonging. 

Find one person before you find a congregation. The returning believer who is not yet 
ready to reenter a church community can begin with one person — a trusted friend, a 
former mentor, a pastor, a counselor who is a person of faith. One honest relationship in 
which the story can be told and received without judgment is the beginning of the 
community the narrow road requires. The congregation will come. Start with the person. 

Tell the truth. The most common mistake of the returning believer who reengages 
community is the presentation of a carefully managed version of the story — one that is 
technically accurate but strategically incomplete, omitting the details that would make the 
return feel most vulnerable. This managed return produces managed community — 
relationships that are warm on the surface and have no capacity to support the actual 
journey, because the actual journey has not been disclosed. The community that can truly 
walk with the returning believer is the community that knows the real story. Telling it is 
terrifying. It is also the only route to the connection that the return requires. 

“The person who is truly alone with God is never lonely. But the person who is isolated from 
God’s people is nearly always in danger.” 
  — Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together 

Bonhoeffer wrote Life Together from the experience of a gathered Christian community in 
the darkest period of twentieth-century Germany. His insistence on the indispensability of 
Christian community was not theoretical. It was forged in the same context that eventually 
cost him his life. The community of believers is not a luxury for those who prefer a more 
social expression of faith. It is the structural environment in which the narrow road is most 
reliably walked, in which accountability is most reliably maintained, and in which the 
returning believer finds not only welcome but the walking companions the journey requires. 

—  •  — 

13.5  Return to Service: The Cure for Spiritual Self-Absorption 

One of the most counterintuitive features of the return to the narrow road is that genuine 
restoration often accelerates when the returning believer stops focusing entirely on their 
own restoration and begins investing in the restoration of someone else. 
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This is not the advice to skip the work of personal recovery in favor of serving others as a 
form of avoidance — that pattern produces burned-out helpers who have never actually 
healed, and it is a real danger. The pathways of prayer, Word, and community must be 
established first. But the instinct to delay all service until a sufficient standard of personal 
restoration has been reached is also a danger — one that can keep a believer in spiritual 
self-absorption for years, always preparing to give and never actually giving, always healing 
and never actually healed. 

“Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a 
one in a spirit of gentleness; each one looking to yourself, so that you too will not be 
tempted.”  — Galatians 6:1 (NASB) 

Paul’s instruction in Galatians 6:1 is addressed to those who are themselves spiritual — 
which in the context of the returning believer means those who are genuinely walking the 
narrow road again, however newly. And the instruction is not to wait until they have fully 
arrived before they help others. It is to restore the fallen with gentleness, aware of their own 
vulnerability, precisely because their recent experience of the journey equips them for the 
restoration work in ways that the never-fallen cannot match. 

The one who has been found is uniquely equipped to find others. The person who has 
experienced the specific mechanisms of drift described in this book — who knows from the 
inside what the gravitational pull of the broad road feels like, who knows the shame of 
hidden sin and the comfort of rationalization and the quiet seduction of cultural 
accommodation — that person has pastoral resources available to them that no amount of 
formal training can fully replicate. Their story is not a liability they must overcome before 
they can serve. It is a qualification. 

Three practical expressions of the return to service that are particularly accessible for the 
believer in the early stages of restoration: 

Be honest about your story with someone who is where you were. This is not the same 
as broadcasting your failures to everyone. It is the willingness, when the moment is right 
and the relationship is genuine, to say: I have been on this road. I know what it feels like. 
You are not as far gone as you think you are. God is not as distant as He seems. That 
testimony — offered at the right moment to the right person — is worth more than a 
thousand abstract encouragements. 

Re-enter the ordinary service of your community. This does not mean immediately 
resuming whatever visible ministry role the drift interrupted. It means showing up — to 
serve in the small, unglamorous ways that constitute the body’s daily life. Setting up chairs. 
Bringing meals. Serving in the children’s ministry. The ordinary, anonymous service of the 
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local community is one of the most reliable routes out of the spiritual self-absorption that 
drift produces, because it consistently directs the attention outward rather than inward. 

Give. Financial generosity is one of the most direct available instruments for reorienting a 
heart that has been pulled toward the broad road’s comfort and security. Return to regular, 
sacrificial giving — not as a work that earns restoration, but as the declaration of a heart 
that is recommitting to the economy of the Kingdom rather than the economy of personal 
accumulation. Where your treasure goes, your heart follows (Matthew 6:21). Send your 
treasure in the direction your heart needs to travel. 

“The secret of the Christian life is that it becomes most fully itself when it is given away.” 
  — Henri Nouwen, The Wounded Healer 

Nouwen’s insight from The Wounded Healer — his reflections on ministry as a person who 
ministers from their own brokenness rather than from a false position of having 
transcended it — names the paradox of the return to service: the life that is held onto 
becomes less alive; the life that is given away becomes most fully what it was designed to 
be. The returning believer who waits until they are fully healed before they begin to give 
themselves away may wait longer than necessary, because the giving is itself part of the 
healing. 

—  •  — 

13.6  Re-Establishing Spiritual Disciplines as Habits 

The return to the narrow road requires the re-establishment of the habits that keep the 
believer there. The Sermon on the Mount, the letters of Paul, the wisdom literature, the 
prophets — the entire canon assumes a vision of the Christian life in which certain regular, 
intentional practices are the channels through which the grace of God flows into and 
transforms the daily life of the believer. These are not the means of grace in the sense that 
they earn God’s favor. They are the means of grace in the sense that they are the appointed 
channels through which a favor already given is received and practically inhabited. 

The returning believer who tries to walk the narrow road without re-establishing these 
channels will find the road harder than it needs to be — not because God is withholding, 
but because the channels through which His provision flows have been blocked or 
abandoned. Dallas Willard’s image is useful: grace is not opposed to effort, but to earning. 
The effort of the disciplines is not the effort of someone trying to deserve God’s favor. It is 
the effort of someone creating the conditions in which a favor already given can be 
received. 
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Six disciplines are particularly essential for the returning believer: 

 

Scheduled, Daily Prayer 

Not occasional. Not reactive. Not when the spirit moves and circumstances allow. 
Scheduled — a specific time, a specific place, a specific length of engagement that is 
protected from the competition of other obligations with the same intentionality you would 
give a medical appointment or a professional commitment. The returning believer whose 
prayer is entirely spontaneous and reactive will find that the spontaneous moments never 
come, because the broad road’s demands will fill every available space in the schedule if 
they are not actively displaced. Protect the time. Defend it. Show up whether you feel like it 
or not, and discover that the God who meets you there is not deterred by the fact that you 
came out of discipline rather than desire. 

Daily Scripture Reading 

With a reading plan rather than random browsing. The returning believer who opens their 
Bible only when a verse catches their attention and then drifts is not establishing the 
regular exposure to the full counsel of Scripture that formation requires. A reading plan — 
even a simple one, even a slow one — provides the structure that prevents the familiar 
passages from always being visited and the uncomfortable ones from always being 
avoided. Read consecutively. Read the whole thing, not just the parts that feel immediately 
applicable. The Word that challenges is as necessary as the Word that comforts. 

Regular Worship Attendance and Participation 

Not attendance as an observer of a service. Participation — the active engagement of the 
gathered community in the praise, prayer, proclamation, and mutual encouragement that 
the New Testament envisions as the function of the assembled body. The writer of Hebrews 
is explicit: do not forsake the assembling together (10:25), and the context makes clear that 
the assembly is not optional for the person who wants to maintain the narrow road. The 
community does something to the individual that no amount of solitary spiritual 
engagement can replicate. It forms. It corrects. It holds. It carries the believer when the 
believer cannot carry themselves. 

Confession and Accountability 

A trusted person — a pastor, a counselor, a mature friend of faith — who knows the full 
story of the drift and the return, and who has explicit permission to ask the questions that 
keep the returning believer honest. This is the community principle of Section 13.4 applied 
at its most specific and most vulnerable. The accountability relationship is not 
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comfortable. It is not designed to be. It is designed to be the human instrument through 
which the deceitfulness of sin — which operates most effectively in isolation — is 
interrupted by the presence of honest relationship. Find the person. Tell the story. Grant the 
permission. Keep the appointment. 

Fasting 

A discipline that receives less attention in contemporary evangelical culture than almost 
any other, but whose function in the spiritual life of the returning believer is particularly 
valuable. Fasting is the voluntary abstention from something the body desires — most 
commonly food, though the principle applies to other appetite categories — for the 
purpose of redirecting the energy of desire toward God. For the believer whose drift has 
involved the accommodation of appetite and the prioritization of comfort, fasting is a 
particularly direct counter-discipline: the deliberate experience of physical want for a 
spiritual purpose, the training of the body in the subordination of appetite to will that the 
narrow road consistently requires. Begin small. Begin honestly. Let the hunger become a 
prayer. 

Regular, Sacrificial Giving 

Financial generosity as a habitual discipline rather than an occasional response to 
particularly compelling causes. The returning believer re-establishes giving not as a guilt-
driven response to accumulated neglect but as the ongoing declaration of a heart that has 
recommitted to the economy of the Kingdom. Giving at a level that is genuinely sacrificial 
— that requires the actual reordering of the financial life rather than the contribution of 
surplus — is one of the most reliable spiritual formation practices available, because it 
engages the will at the precise point where the broad road’s seduction most consistently 
operates. Give first. Give regularly. Give enough that it changes what else you do. 

 

“Habits are the invisible architecture of daily life. A man without spiritual habits has no 
spiritual architecture — only rubble.” 
  — James K.A. Smith, You Are What You Love 

Smith’s observation — drawn from his work on the formative power of habit and liturgy — 
names what is at stake in the re-establishment of spiritual disciplines. The believer who 
abandoned the disciplines of the narrow road did not merely lose a set of religious 
activities. They lost the architecture that was forming them into a particular kind of person 
— the person of Christlike character, deepening love, and growing capacity for Kingdom 
contribution that the narrow road, walked with its full set of disciplines, reliably produces 
over time. The returning believer who re-establishes those disciplines is not merely adding 
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activities to a schedule. They are beginning the reconstruction of the architecture of a life 
— brick by brick, day by day, in the full and patient confidence that the God who designed 
the building has not changed His mind about what it is meant to become. 

—  •  — 

A Word About the Long Road 

This chapter has described six pathways of return. They are presented in a relatively brief 
compass, but they represent the work of months and years. The return to the narrow road is 
not accomplished in a weekend. It is accomplished in a thousand ordinary days of 
choosing the right direction, establishing the habits, maintaining the honesty, rebuilding 
the architecture. 

There will be days when the progress feels invisible and the broad road feels as close as it 
ever did. There will be setbacks — moments when the drift resumes briefly before being 
interrupted, steps back along the way of what is mostly forward progress. These are not 
signs that the return has failed. They are signs that the return is real and is happening in the 
same messy, non-linear, grace-dependent way that every genuine spiritual journey 
happens. 

The God who is walking the narrow road with the returning believer is not surprised by the 
slow progress or the occasional regression. He is not impatient. He is not recalculating 
whether the investment is worth it. He is the God who walked with Israel through forty years 
of wilderness and never once abandoned the project. He is the God who restored Peter 
after the denial and entrusted him with the church. He is the God who met Paul on the 
Damascus road and spent the next thirty years making him into the apostle he was 
designed to be. 

He has time. He has patience. He has already paid for the journey in full. And He is walking 
every step of it with you. 

Keep walking. The narrow road is under your feet again. And it leads exactly where it always 
led: home. 

—  •  — 

“And I am sure of this, that He who began a good work in you will bring it to completion at 
the day of Jesus Christ.”  — Philippians 1:6 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

PART FOUR  —  The Way Back: Grace, Repentance, and Return 

Chapter Fourteen 

Staying on the Narrow Road — The Long Obedience 

—  •  — 

“Brethren, I do not regard myself as having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: forgetting 
what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the 
prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.”  — Philippians 3:13–14 (NASB) 

 

There is a final deception available to the believer who has returned to the narrow road, and 
it is perhaps the most dangerous one in this book because it arrives wearing the clothes of 
victory. 

It is the deception of arrival. 

The believer who has walked the road of return — who has repented, reestablished the 
disciplines, rejoined the community, renewed the prayer life, recalibrated the moral 
compass — is in genuine and real danger of concluding that the journey that brought them 
back to the narrow road was the difficult part, and that maintaining their position on it will 
be comparatively easy. They have, after all, experienced the broad road and its costs. They 
know what it looks like. They know what it feels like. They know where it leads. Surely the 
knowledge of all that makes the narrow road’s maintenance more secure. 

It does not. In fact, the returning believer’s knowledge of the broad road’s geography and 
their survival of its consequences can produce a subtle and entirely unwarranted 
confidence in their own drift-resistance that is, historically, one of the most reliable 
predictors of a second departure. The person who believes they have immunized 
themselves against drift by having experienced it is the person who is no longer watching 
the mooring lines with the vigilance that the harbor requires. 

This final chapter addresses the challenge of remaining on the narrow road after the return 
— not as a burden but as the honest, joyful, long-haul work of a life that has chosen its 
direction and is committed to walking it in the full awareness that the choosing must be 
renewed, day after day, for as long as the journey lasts. 
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—  •  — 

14.1  The Danger of the Second Drift 

Peter’s second letter contains one of the most sobering passages in the New Testament for 
the believer who has returned to the narrow road and now believes the hard work is behind 
them: 

“For if, after they have escaped the defilements of the world by the knowledge of the Lord 
and Savior Jesus Christ, they are again entangled in them and are overcome, the last state 
has become worse for them than the first.”  — 2 Peter 2:20–22 (NASB) 

The people Peter is describing have already made the return journey once. They have 
escaped — the Greek ἀποφυγόντες (apophygontes) carries the sense of having actively 
fled, of having made the exit from the defilements of the world. They have arrived at the 
knowledge of the Lord and Savior Jesus Christ — they are not new to the faith. They are 
people who have been where the returning believer is now: back on the narrow road, with 
the broad road behind them and the narrow road under their feet. 

And Peter says: for these people, the second entanglement is worse than the first. Not 
because God’s grace is less available to those who drift a second time, but because the 
second drift involves the hardening of a conscience that was already educated by the first, 
the rejection of a light that was already seen, the re-embrace of a road whose destination 
was already experienced. The person who drifts having never known the narrow road is in a 
different moral and spiritual condition than the person who drifts having returned from it 
and experienced its restoration. The stakes of the second drift are, by the nature of what is 
being re-rejected, genuinely higher. 

This is not a word of despair for the returning believer. It is a word of vigilance. Peter is not 
saying that the second drift is inevitable or that the returning believer is in a uniquely 
precarious position. He is saying that the returning believer who does not remain vigilant — 
who relaxes the disciplines, the accountability, the watchfulness over the mooring lines of 
the heart — is more vulnerable to the second drift than the person who has never been on 
the broad road, precisely because the broad road is now familiar. The familiar is always 
more accessible than the foreign. 

“It is easier to get out of the world than to keep the world out of you.” 
  — D.L. Moody 

Moody’s observation is the practical expression of Peter’s theological warning. The 
moment of return is, in many ways, the easier part. The adrenaline of crisis, the clarity of 
consequences freshly experienced, the relief of the father’s embrace — all of these 
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produce a season of heightened motivation and intentionality that makes the narrow road 
feel vivid and precious. The harder work is the maintenance of that vividness across the 
months and years when the crisis has receded, the consequences are no longer freshly 
painful, the relief of return has settled into the ordinary, and the broad road has resumed its 
normal posture of invitation rather than threat. 

This is when the disciplines matter most. This is when the community is most necessary. 
This is when the ongoing, daily, deliberate renewal of the choice to be on the narrow road — 
not the dramatic, crisis-driven choice, but the ordinary, daily, unglamorous one — is the 
most important spiritual activity in the returning believer’s life. Because the second drift 
does not announce itself any more than the first one did. It begins in the same way: with the 
slow relaxation of the mooring lines, the gentle drift of the current, the incremental 
accumulation of small accommodations that individually feel survivable and collectively 
produce the broad road. 

The vigilance the narrow road requires is not the panicked vigilance of someone who 
believes they are always about to fall. It is the steady, alert, habitual vigilance of a person 
who knows the ocean well enough to check the mooring lines every morning as a matter of 
course — not because they expect to find them loose, but because the cost of finding them 
loose too late is too high to accept. 

—  •  — 

14.2  The Long Obedience: Eugene Peterson’s Vision 

Eugene Peterson borrowed the title of his most enduring book from Friedrich Nietzsche, of 
all people. Nietzsche had written, in scorn, that the essential thing about Christianity was 
“a long obedience in the same direction.” He intended it as a dismissal. Peterson 
recognized it as a description. And he built an entire theology of the faithful Christian life on 
the phrase, organized around the Psalms of Ascent — the fifteen psalms (120–134) that 
pilgrims sang as they made the long journey up to Jerusalem for the three annual festivals. 

“In our day, the Christian is assaulted with the vocabulary of the immediate: you can have it 
now, feel it now, experience it now. But the life of faith is a long obedience in the same 
direction.” 
  — Eugene Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction 

Peterson’s diagnosis of contemporary Christian culture is not less accurate now than when 
he wrote it in 1980. If anything, the assault of the immediate has intensified to a degree that 
Peterson could not have anticipated: a world in which the smartphone delivers a constant 
stream of immediate gratification options into every pocket, in which attention spans have 
been engineered down to seconds, in which the expectation of instantaneous results has 
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migrated from commerce to spirituality. The contemporary Christian culture that surrounds 
the narrow-road believer tells them, implicitly and often explicitly, that genuine spiritual 
experience should be immediately felt, that growth should be rapidly visible, that the 
Christian life should regularly produce the kind of emotional and experiential intensity that 
confirms its reality. 

The Psalms of Ascent describe something different. They describe pilgrims who are walking 
a long road, in company, toward a destination they have not yet reached. The road is not 
consistently exciting. It passes through the valley of tears (Psalm 84:6) as well as the 
heights of joy. It requires the maintenance of the journey on the days when the destination 
feels remote and the road is long and the feet are tired and the only motivation available is 
the memory of why the journey was undertaken and the knowledge that the destination is 
worth reaching. 

Three convictions from Peterson’s vision are particularly essential for the returning believer 
who wants to maintain the narrow road over the long haul: 

Faithfulness is not a feeling — it is a daily decision. The narrow road believer who waits 
for the emotional confirmation of their faithfulness before they practice it will discover that 
the confirmation often comes after the practice, not before it. The prayer that feels hollow 
when it begins frequently becomes real in the middle of it. The Scripture that feels distant 
when opened sometimes ignites before the chapter is complete. The worship that feels 
obligatory when entered can become genuine by the end. Faithfulness is the decision to 
show up — to the prayer, the Word, the community, the service — regardless of the 
emotional state that precedes it. The feeling often follows the faithfulness. It cannot 
reliably precede it. 

The narrow road is not exciting every day — it is right every day. One of the most honest 
and most countercultural things that can be said about the faithful Christian life is that it is 
frequently ordinary. The extraordinary moments — the mountaintop experiences, the vivid 
encounters with God, the seasons of visible growth and clear direction — are real and are 
gifts. But they are not the daily texture of the narrow road for most believers in most 
seasons. The daily texture is quieter: the regular prayer that is more discipline than ecstasy, 
the Scripture reading that is more formation than revelation, the community that is more 
commitment than constant warmth. This ordinariness is not evidence that the narrow road 
has been abandoned. It is the narrow road. The believer who requires excitement to stay on 
it will eventually mistake the absence of excitement for the absence of God and begin 
looking for a more stimulating road. 
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Consistency, not intensity, is the mark of maturity. The most spiritually mature believers 
are not the ones who have had the most intense experiences. They are the ones who have 
been faithful the longest. Who have maintained the disciplines across the seasons of both 
dryness and abundance, both clarity and confusion, both joy and suffering. Who have 
stayed in the community through the years when it was difficult and have stayed on the 
road through the years when it was unglamorous. The cumulative effect of a thousand 
ordinary faithful days is a person of remarkable spiritual depth — formed not by crisis but 
by consistency, shaped not by intensity but by the long obedience in the same direction 
that Nietzsche dismissed and Peterson reclaimed. 

—  •  — 

14.3  Markers of the Narrow Road Believer 

How does a believer know they are on the narrow road? This is not a question about the 
security of salvation — the Scripture is abundantly clear that the believer who is in Christ 
need not live in perpetual anxiety about their eternal standing (Romans 8:1; John 10:28–
29). It is a practical diagnostic question: what does the narrow road actually look like in the 
texture of daily life, and how can the believer assess whether the life they are living 
corresponds to the road they intend to be on? 

Five markers characterize the life of the believer who is genuinely, sustainably walking the 
narrow road. They are not a performance checklist — they are a description of what the 
formative work of the Holy Spirit produces in the person who is engaged with the means of 
grace over the long haul. 

 

The Word shapes their thinking, not merely comforts their feelings. 

The narrow-road believer engages Scripture not only as a source of consolation — though it 
is that — but as the primary authority over their thinking, values, moral convictions, and 
vision of reality. The Word that confronts the comfortable belief is received as graciously as 
the Word that confirms it. When the Scripture and the culture are in conflict, the Scripture 
wins — not because the believer is indifferent to the culture, but because they have settled 
the question of authority at a level deeper than the current cultural moment’s preferences. 
This is not the same as the wooden, joyless application of proof texts to every situation. It is 
the ongoing, Spirit-illuminated formation of a mind that has been marinated in the truth 
long enough that it naturally thinks in the categories the truth provides. 
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Community includes people who will speak truth, not just affirmation. 

The narrow-road believer has relationships — at least some, and at least one who is close 
— that are characterized by the willingness to say the uncomfortable thing. The friend who 
will note the drift before the drifting believer has noticed it themselves. The accountability 
partner who asks the questions that actually touch the vulnerable places rather than the 
questions that can be answered without exposing them. The pastor or mentor who will 
speak into the life with the full weight of their pastoral authority rather than managing the 
relationship to avoid discomfort. These relationships are not easy to find and not easy to 
maintain. They require the deliberate choice to remain in the presence of someone who 
loves you enough to tell you the truth — and to receive that truth as the gift it is, even when 
it arrives in a form that stings. 

Sin is met with confession, not concealment. 

The narrow-road believer has not achieved sinlessness. They have developed the habit of 
responding to their sin in the way that keeps the narrow road accessible: with honest 
confession rather than protective concealment. When the Spirit convicts, they respond. 
Not always immediately. Not always without the initial resistance of the shame-avoiding 
self. But they have learned that the cost of maintained concealment is higher than the cost 
of honest disclosure, and they have developed the relational and spiritual structures — the 
trusted person, the regular examination of conscience, the ongoing posture of 
transparency before God — that make confession a practice rather than a crisis. Sin that is 
confessed quickly loses its gravitational pull. Sin that is concealed gains it. The narrow-
road believer knows this from experience and lives accordingly. 

Suffering is interpreted through the cross, not resented as injustice. 

The narrow road is not a road of uninterrupted blessing, and the believer who has been told 
otherwise will have their theology tested by the first serious suffering they encounter. The 
mark of the narrow-road believer in suffering is not the absence of pain — it is the presence 
of a framework through which the pain is interpreted. That framework is the cross: the 
reality that the God they follow has suffered comprehensively, that suffering is not evidence 
of divine abandonment, that the road through the valley is still the narrow road and not a 
detour from it. This does not produce a toxic positivity that denies the reality of pain. It 
produces the capacity to suffer honestly — to grieve fully, to lament loudly, to hold the pain 
without being destroyed by it — while maintaining the orientation toward the God who 
meets us in it. 
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The glory of God is the operating goal, not personal happiness. 

This is the deepest and most comprehensive marker of all, because it addresses the 
organizing purpose of the life. The broad road is organized around the self — around the 
maximization of personal comfort, approval, security, and satisfaction. The narrow road is 
organized around Something — Someone — else. The narrow-road believer has not 
achieved perfect selflessness. But the trajectory of their life, the direction of their deepest 
commitments and most consistent choices, is toward the glory of God rather than toward 
their own. They measure the success of a day not by how good they felt but by whether they 
loved God and loved people. They measure the significance of a decision not by what it 
produces for them but by whether it advances or hinders the purposes of God. This 
orientation does not produce joylessness — it produces the deepest, most stable joy 
available, because it has located its source in the only Object large enough to sustain it. 

 

“Brethren, I do not regard myself as having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: forgetting 
what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the 
prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.”  — Philippians 3:13–14 (NASB) 

Paul’s description of the narrow-road life in Philippians 3 is the most honest available from 
the pen of the New Testament’s most productive apostle: I have not arrived. I have not laid 
hold of it. The journey is not complete. But there is one thing — one operating commitment, 
one direction of energy and will and hope — that organizes everything else: pressing on 
toward the goal. Not looking back. Not analyzing the drift. Not revisiting the broad road in 
either regret or nostalgia. Forgetting what lies behind. Reaching forward. Pressing on. This 
is the narrow road in its daily, ordinary, non-dramatic expression: the continuous, unheroic, 
profoundly faithful act of continuing in the direction that has been chosen. 

—  •  — 

14.4  The Community of the Narrow Road 

The final word of this book — before the conclusion, the appendices, and the reader’s 
guide — is a word about community. Because it has been the word threaded through nearly 
every chapter, and because it is, in the end, the most practical single safeguard available to 
the believer who wants to stay on the narrow road for the duration of the journey. 

The narrow road was never designed to be walked alone. This is not a concession to human 
weakness or a pragmatic accommodation to those who happen to be relationally inclined. 
It is the design. The God who is Himself a community of three Persons created human 
beings in His communal image and designed the life of faith to be lived in the company of 
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others who are walking in the same direction, under the same authority, toward the same 
destination. The Hebrews writer makes the point explicitly and urgently: 

“And let us consider how to stimulate one another to love and good deeds, not forsaking 
our own assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another; and all 
the more as you see the day drawing near.”  — Hebrews 10:24–25 (NASB) 

The instruction is not “if you feel like it.” It is not “as often as is convenient.” It is not “for 
those who prefer a communal expression of faith.” It is a direct command, addressed to 
people who apparently needed to hear it because some of them were already forsaking the 
assembly. And the purpose is not the assembly itself but what the assembly produces: 
stimulation to love and good deeds, mutual encouragement, the shared watching for the 
day that is drawing near. The community of the narrow road is not a social preference. It is a 
spiritual necessity. 

What the community of the narrow road provides that no individual spiritual practice can 
replicate: 

It sees what you cannot see about yourself. The drift that is invisible from the inside is 
often visible from the outside. The community that knows you well enough to notice the 
change in your attendance pattern, the shift in your engagement, the gradual withdrawal 
from accountability — this community is your early warning system. Not your judge. Your 
early warning system. The person who names the drift before you have recognized it 
yourself is the person whose love for you is most practically expressed. 

It carries you when you cannot carry yourself. There will be seasons of the narrow road — 
seasons of grief, of disorientation, of spiritual dryness so severe that the disciplines feel 
impossible and the presence of God feels absent — in which the individual believer cannot 
maintain their own position on the road by their own resources. In these seasons, the 
community does what it was designed to do: it carries the faith of the one who temporarily 
cannot carry their own. The friends who bring the paralytic to Jesus (Mark 2:3–4) — who cut 
through the roof when the door was blocked — are the image of what the community of the 
narrow road is for in the hardest seasons. 

It makes the narrow road a shared journey rather than a solitary one. The Psalms of 
Ascent were not sung alone. They were sung by pilgrims walking together — the songs 
creating a shared experience of the journey that made the journey itself different in quality 
from what it would have been in silence and isolation. The narrow road walked in 
community is a different road from the narrow road walked alone. Not because the road 
changes, but because the experience of walking it with others who are walking it too 
transforms the ordinary miles into something that is greater than the sum of its individual 
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parts. You do not stay on the narrow road merely in spite of others. You stay on it, in large 
part, because of them. 

“The Church is not a museum for saints. It is a hospital for sinners — and the best hospitals 
are the ones where the sick help each other heal.” 
  — Anonymous 

The image of the church as hospital rather than museum is one of the most practically 
important reframings in this book’s final chapter. The returning believer who approaches 
the community of the narrow road expecting a gathering of the arrived and the 
accomplished will be both disappointed and discouraged. The community of the narrow 
road is a gathering of people who are all, to varying degrees, still in process — still being 
formed, still recovering from various distances traveled on the broad road, still carrying 
wounds and weaknesses alongside the growing character and deepening faith that the 
narrow road produces over time. This is not a defect of the community. It is its design. The 
hospital is most useful when the patients help each other, not when only the fully 
recovered are admitted. 

The final exhortation of this chapter — and of the main text of this book — is communal: 
find your people. Love them fiercely, with the specific, costly, truth-telling, failure-bearing 
love that the narrow road both requires and produces. Let them speak into your life. Let 
them ask the hard questions. Let them see the real story. Let them carry you when you 
cannot carry yourself, and carry them when they cannot carry themselves. And refuse — 
with every resource of your recovered, grace-sustained, narrow-road-walking will — to let 
the pursuit of comfort or the fear of accountability drive you away from them. 

Because the narrow road is the road that leads home. And home is where the community 
is. And the community is the evidence, visible to every watching world, that the narrow road 
is not merely a theological concept but a lived reality — the actual, daily, ordinary, 
extraordinary life of people who have been found by a God who pursues, forgiven by a cross 
that cost everything, and set on a road that leads, through every valley and every summit, 
to the life that was always meant to be theirs. 

—  •  — 

Press on. 

The road is narrow and the gate is small and the way is hard. 

And it leads to life. 

And the God who walked it first is walking it still, 
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with you, 

all the way home. 

—  •  — 

“Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling, and to make you stand in the 
presence of His glory blameless with great joy, to the only God our Savior, through Jesus 
Christ our Lord, be glory, majesty, dominion and authority, before all time and now and 
forever. Amen.”  — Jude 24–25 (NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

CONCLUSION 

Come Home — The Narrow Road Is Still There 

—  •  — 

“Thus says the LORD, ‘Stand by the ways and see and ask for the ancient paths, where the 
good way is, and walk in it; and you will find rest for your souls.’”  — Jeremiah 6:16 (NASB) 

 

We began this book with a single sentence. 

You didn’t plan to end up here. 

That sentence was addressed to the person who found themselves on the broad road — 
not by a dramatic act of rebellion, not by a conscious choice to abandon God, but by the 
slow, quiet, accumulated drift of neglect and wound and rationalization and 
accommodation, until the road they were on was not the road they had intended to be 
walking and the harbor was further away than they had realized. 

This conclusion is addressed to the same person. With the same pastoral conviction that 
opened the book: you did not plan to end up here. But here is not where the story ends. And 
the God who watched you drift onto the broad road has never stopped watching the road 
that leads back from it. 

He is watching it right now. 

—  •  — 

The fourteen chapters between that opening and this conclusion have done a great deal of 
work. They have described the two roads and their destinations with the clarity the 
Scripture requires. They have traced the specific mechanisms by which sincere believers 
end up walking in the wrong direction: the slow fade of neglect, the gravitational pull of 
unhealed wounds, the seduction of a culture that never announces itself as a threat, the 
sophisticated self-deception of rationalization, the crushing weight of hidden sin, the quiet 
displacement of God by the very blessings He provided. They have named the losses of the 
broad road with honesty rather than sentimentality — the lost intimacy, the stolen joy, the 
eroded moral clarity, the diminished effectiveness, the shadow cast over legacy. They have 
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faced the eternal stakes with the pastoral seriousness they deserve, without softening the 
warning and without losing the grace. 

And then — at the theological center of the book, at the place where diagnosis gives way to 
invitation — they have described the God who pursues. The Father who runs. The Shepherd 
who leaves the ninety-nine. The Woman who sweeps the entire house. The Lord who makes 
breakfast on the beach in the geography of the failure. The grace that does not begin when 
the prodigal decides to return but that makes the deciding possible. The repentance that is 
not punishment but the narrow gate through which the returning wanderer passes from the 
far country back into the father’s house. The practical pathways of return. The long 
obedience. 

All of it has been in the service of this moment. This conclusion. These final words. 

—  •  — 

Come home. 

The narrow road is still there. 

Whatever the mechanism of your drift, whatever the distance you have traveled, whatever 
the duration of the journey away from the narrow road — the ancient paths that Jeremiah 
describes are still there. The good way is still the good way. It has not been rerouted or 
diminished or closed while you were gone. The God who laid it out has not reconsidered 
His investment in it. The destination it leads to is the same destination it has always led to. 
And the entrance to it is not guarded by a warden who requires a sufficiently impressive 
demonstration of worthiness before admitting the returning wanderer. It is held open by the 
same grace that first opened it — the grace that holds it open now, in this moment, as you 
read these words. 

“The same grace that opened the narrow gate in the first place is the grace that holds it 
open now.” 
  — Charles Spurgeon 

Spurgeon’s sentence is the theological foundation of this conclusion. The gate is not held 
open by the quality of the returning believer’s repentance, though repentance is the 
genuine and necessary first step through it. It is not held open by the accumulated merit of 
their past faithfulness, though that faithfulness was real and is not erased. It is held open 
by grace — the same grace, extended from the same Source, available in exactly the same 
terms as it was when the journey first began. The narrow road does not become narrower 
for the returning wanderer than it was for the initial believer. Grace is not diminished by the 
distance traveled in the wrong direction. It is, if anything, made more vivid by it. 
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The prodigal who had wasted everything and eaten with the pigs did not receive a smaller 
robe than the son who had never left. He received the same robe. The same ring. The same 
feast. The same status as the beloved child whose place in the father’s household was 
never revoked, however far the far country had taken him. The restoration was complete. It 
was proportional not to the quality of the return but to the character of the father who ran to 
meet it. 

—  •  — 

You may have made the wrong turn. You may have wandered far. The broad road may feel 
like home by now — familiar, accommodated to, the default landscape of a life that has 
arranged itself around its contours. That familiarity is real. The pull it exerts is real. The 
habits and relationships and identities that the broad road has constructed around you are 
real, and dismantling them will take the patient work of the return journey described in Part 
Four. 

None of that changes what is also true: the narrow road is still there. And the God who 
called you to it is still calling. 

“Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone hears My voice and opens the door, I will 
come in to him and will dine with him, and he with Me.”  — Revelation 3:20 (NASB) 

The letter to Laodicea — addressed to the lukewarm church, the broad-road church, the 
church whose tepid half-engagement made God sick — closes not with condemnation but 
with an image of extraordinary intimacy. He is standing at the door. He is knocking. He is 
offering, to the very people whose spiritual condition He has described in the most 
viscerally unflattering terms available, the most intimate invitation in the Revelation: come 
in, and dine with Me. 

Dining in the ancient world was not a transaction. It was a relationship. It was the sharing of 
time and food and conversation and presence in the unhurried, mutually invested way that 
the narrow road was always meant to produce. The God who has described the lukewarm 
church’s condition with full honesty about its gravity does not conclude with the 
condemnation that gravity deserves. He concludes with an invitation. Come in. Dine. Let 
the door of your defended interior life be opened to the One who is standing outside it, who 
has been standing there longer than the drift has been in progress, who is knocking with the 
patient persistence of a love that does not tire of waiting. 

Open the door. 

—  •  — 
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“You are not too far gone. No one who can hear the Father’s voice is beyond His reach.” 
  — Brennan Manning, Abba’s Child 

Manning spent his life in the company of people who had concluded, for reasons that 
seemed thoroughly reasonable to them, that they were too far gone. Too damaged. Too long 
away. Too deeply compromised. Too thoroughly disqualified. The ragamuffin who had 
wasted everything on prodigal living, who had failed too many times to count on their 
failures, who had made the wrong turn so often that the narrow road seemed like someone 
else’s geography. And Manning’s consistent pastoral word to every one of them was the 
word he received himself, in the depths of his own most broken seasons: you are not too far 
gone. 

The criterion he names is exact and sufficient: can you hear the Father’s voice? If the 
answer is yes — if the reading of this book has produced even the faintest recognition of a 
voice you once knew well, a road you once walked, a relationship you once had with God 
that has grown thin and distant but has not entirely disappeared — then you are within 
reach. Not almost within reach. Within reach. The Father’s voice carries exactly as far as 
the farthest wanderer. It reaches into the pigsty of the far country. It finds its way through 
the noise of the broad road and its crowded traffic. It is the voice that is knocking at the 
door of the defended interior life right now, in the reading of these words, asking only for the 
door to be opened. 

The distance you feel between yourself and the narrow road is not the distance God sees. 
He sees a beloved child on a road that is leading somewhere the beloved child does not 
ultimately want to go — and He sees the road home, and the distance to it, with the clear-
eyed love of a Father who has never once confused the child’s location with the child’s 
identity. You are not defined by the broad road. You are defined by whose you are. And 
whose you are has not changed. 

—  •  — 

Jeremiah wrote to a people who had made the wrong turn so comprehensively that they 
were about to be carried into exile. Their city was falling. Their temple was going to be 
destroyed. The entire institutional structure of their religious life was about to be 
dismantled by the judgment of a God whose patience they had finally exhausted. In the 
middle of that catastrophic unraveling, Jeremiah spoke one of the most gracious sentences 
in all of Scripture: 

“Thus says the LORD, ‘Stand by the ways and see and ask for the ancient paths, where the 
good way is, and walk in it; and you will find rest for your souls.’”  — Jeremiah 6:16 (NASB) 
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Stand by the ways. Stop. In the middle of whatever is happening, whatever road you are 
currently on, whatever momentum the drift has built — stop. Plant your feet. Be still long 
enough to look. 

See. Look around at the junction you are standing at. Look at the road you have been on 
and where it is going. Look at the roads available to you. See them clearly, without the 
distorting lens of rationalization and shame and the broad road’s familiarity. See the two 
roads for what they actually are. 

Ask for the ancient paths. The narrow road is not new. It has been walked by every 
generation of faithful believers who preceded you. The path is worn deep by the feet of the 
saints who have gone before — Augustine and Francis, Luther and Calvin, Wesley and 
Whitefield, Spurgeon and Manning and Peterson and all the ordinary, unnamed, faithful 
men and women who walked the narrow road across the centuries in the full knowledge of 
its cost and the full confidence of its destination. Ask where it is. It is not hidden. It is 
ancient. It is the good way. 

And walk in it. 

Not think about walking in it. Not prepare to walk in it as soon as conditions are more 
favorable. Not walk in it in principle while remaining on the broad road in practice. Walk in 
it. Lift the feet. Move in the direction of home. The first step is the hardest. The second is 
easier. By the time the father’s house is visible on the horizon, the walking has become 
running. 

And you will find rest for your souls. 

Not productivity. Not achievement. Not the adrenaline of religious activity or the 
satisfaction of spiritual performance. Rest. The deep, settled, bone-level rest of a soul that 
is finally, again, at home in the presence of the God who made it for Himself. The rest that 
the broad road with all its pleasures and all its compensations could never produce and 
was never designed to produce. The rest that is available only on the narrow road, only in 
the presence of the One who walks it with you, only in the relationship that is the 
destination the narrow road was always leading toward. 

—  •  — 

I do not know how you came to this book. I do not know how long you have been on the 
broad road, or which of its many mechanisms carried you there, or how far the harbor has 
receded in the rearview mirror of your life. I do not know whether this is the first time you 
have considered the return or the twentieth time you have circled back to the same 
decision and retreated from it into the broad road’s familiar comfort. 
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What I know is that you are reading these words. Which means the voice is still reaching 
you. Which means the Father is still watching the road. Which means the door has not 
been closed. 

The narrow road is still there. The ancient path is still the good way. The God who called you 
to it the first time is calling you back to it now, with the same love, with the same grace, 
holding open the same gate — wider than it looks from the broad road, more accessible 
than the shame suggests, more welcoming on the other side than any description in this 
book has been able to adequately convey. 

Turn around. 

Come home. 

The road is narrow and the way is hard and the company is a ragamuffin collection of 
broken, imperfectly restored, still-being-formed human beings who have all, in various 
ways, made their own wrong turns and found their way back. You will fit right in. 

And the God who walks every step of it with you — the One who pursued you into the far 
country and is pursuing you still, the One who made breakfast on the beach and is making 
it again, the One who holds the gate open with His own scarred hands and will not close it 
against a single soul who approaches it — that God is waiting. 

He has been waiting since the moment you left. He has never stopped waiting. 

Come home. 

—  •  — 

“Thus says the LORD, ‘Stand by the ways and see and ask for the ancient paths, where the 
good way is, and walk in it; and you will find rest for your souls.’”  — Jeremiah 6:16 (NASB) 

 

The grace that called you is the grace that kept you. 

The grace that kept you is the grace that is calling you back. 

The grace that is calling you back will never stop calling. 

Amazing grace. 

How sweet the sound. 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

APPENDIX A 

Self-Assessment 

Which Road Am I On? 

—  •  — 

This self-assessment is not a test with a score that determines your standing before God. It 
is a diagnostic tool — a set of honest questions designed to help you see your current 
spiritual condition as clearly as possible, identify the form of drift most relevant to your 
story, and name what the next step of the return journey might look like for you specifically. 

 

It can be used in three ways: 

•  Individually, as a private reflective exercise with a journal nearby. 

•  With a trusted friend, pastor, or counselor as a structured conversation guide. 

•  In a small group setting, using the questions as discussion prompts with whatever level 
of personal disclosure feels appropriate. 

 

Before you begin: Take a few minutes of quiet. Ask the Holy Spirit to give you the grace to 
answer these questions honestly — not to perform, not to manage your presentation, but to 
see clearly. The God who receives honest confession is the same God who meets honest 
self-examination with grace rather than condemnation. 

  

There are no right answers. There are only honest ones. 

  

Psalm 139:23–24 — “Search me, O God, and know my heart; try me and know my anxious 
thoughts; and see if there be any hurtful way in me, and lead me in the everlasting way.” 
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—  •  — 

SECTION 1  THE STATE OF MY SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES 

How are the channels of grace functioning in my daily life? 

The disciplines examined here are not the measure of your worth before God. They are the 
channels through which you receive what God freely provides. Answer honestly about their 
current state, not their ideal state. 

 

1.  How consistently am I engaging in intentional, unhurried prayer? 

1  □    2  □    3  □    4  □    5 

Rarely or never                                                      Daily and meaningful 

2.  When I do pray, how honest am I about my actual interior condition? 

1  □    2  □    3  □    4  □    5 

Managed / performative                                                      Fully honest 

3.  How regularly am I reading and engaging with Scripture? 

1  □    2  □    3  □    4  □    5 

Rarely or never                                                      Daily and formative 

4.  When I read Scripture, does it shape my thinking or primarily confirm what I already 
believe? 

1  □    2  □    3  □    4  □    5 

Mostly confirms                                                      Regularly challenges and forms 

5.  How consistent is my attendance and participation in gathered worship? 

1  □    2  □    3  □    4  □    5 

Rarely attend                                                      Regularly and engaged 

6.  Have the spiritual disciplines been gradually crowded out of my schedule by other 
obligations? 

Think specifically about the last three months. 

□  Yes      □  No      □  Sometimes      □  I’m not sure 
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If you marked Yes or Sometimes, briefly describe:  

  

7.  Is my giving to the work of God regular and at a level that requires genuine sacrifice? 

□  Yes      □  No      □  Sometimes      □  I’m not sure 

If you marked Yes or Sometimes, briefly describe:  

  

8.  Do I have any form of fasting or deliberate physical discipline as part of my spiritual life? 

□  Yes      □  No      □  Sometimes      □  I’m not sure 

If you marked Yes or Sometimes, briefly describe:  

  

9.  What is the single spiritual discipline that has suffered most in the last season of my 
life? 

Name it specifically, and briefly describe what led to its decline. 

  

  

  

10.  If my calendar for the last month were read by someone who did not know me, what 
would they conclude about what I love most? 

Be honest. The calendar does not lie. 

  

  

  

—  •  — 

SECTION 2  THE ORIENTATION OF MY HEART — WHAT DO I LOVE? 

Where has my heart's attention settled, and what does it want most? 
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Augustine wrote that sin is disordered love — not the absence of love, but love that has 
been directed toward lesser things in the place of the greater. These questions are about 
the ordering of loves, not the presence or absence of them. 

 

11.  On a typical day, how much of my mental energy is directed toward God and His 
purposes versus personal concerns? 

1  □    2  □    3  □    4  □    5 

Almost entirely personal                                                      Significantly God-ward 

12.  Has my sense of identity shifted significantly toward what I do, what I own, or what 
others think of me? 

Rather than toward being a beloved child of God. 

□  Yes      □  No      □  Sometimes      □  I’m not sure 

If you marked Yes or Sometimes, briefly describe:  

  

13.  Is there anything in my life that I am currently unwilling to surrender if God asked me 
to? 

Name it to yourself honestly, even if you do not write it here. 

□  Yes      □  No      □  Sometimes      □  I’m not sure 

If you marked Yes or Sometimes, briefly describe:  

  

14.  What am I most afraid of losing right now? What does that answer reveal about where 
my security is located? 

  

  

  

15.  When I imagine a successful life five years from now, what does it look like? How 
central is God to that vision? 
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 16.  How much does the opinion of others shape my decisions and behavior? 

1  □    2  □    3  □    4  □    5 

Very little                                                      Significantly / primarily 

17.  Have the values and priorities of the surrounding culture quietly shaped my moral 
convictions in ways I have not examined honestly? 

Think about specific areas: money, sexuality, ambition, entertainment, politics. 

□  Yes      □  No      □  Sometimes      □  I’m not sure 

If you marked Yes or Sometimes, briefly describe:  

  

18.  What was the last decision I made primarily for God’s glory rather than my own comfort 
or advancement? 

How long ago was it? What does the gap, if there is one, tell you? 

  

  

  

19.  How would I describe the current temperature of my love for God? 

1  □    2  □    3  □    4  □    5 

Cold or absent                                                      Warm and growing 

20.  Complete this sentence honestly: ‘The thing I find myself thinking about most 
consistently, and that I would most hate to lose, is…’ 

What does your answer tell you about the current ordering of your loves? 

  

  

  

—  •  — 

SECTION 3  THE SHAPE OF MY COMMUNITY — WHO SPEAKS INTO MY LIFE? 

Who knows me fully, and who has permission to tell me the truth? 
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Isolation is the enemy’s preferred environment. The questions in this section examine the 
depth and honesty of your current relational context — not the breadth of your social 
network, but the presence or absence of genuine, truth-telling, narrow-road community. 

 

21.  Is there at least one person in my life who knows my full story — including the parts I 
am most ashamed of — and who has permission to ask me the hard questions? 

Name them if they exist. If they do not exist, name what has prevented that relationship 
from forming. 

  

  

  

22.  Have I been gradually withdrawing from the community of faith over the past year? 

Think about attendance, engagement, vulnerability, and investment. 

□  Yes      □  No      □  Sometimes      □  I’m not sure 

If you marked Yes or Sometimes, briefly describe:  

  

23.  When someone in my community speaks truth that is uncomfortable or corrective, 
what is my typical response? 

Receive it, deflect it, avoid the relationship, or something else? 

  

  

  

24.  Is my current community one that would notice if I drifted? Would they say something? 

□  Yes      □  No      □  Sometimes      □  I’m not sure 

If you marked Yes or Sometimes, briefly describe:  
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25.  Has the wound described in Chapter 4 — the hurt produced by a specific church, 
community, or leader — become a reason to avoid community altogether rather than a 
reason to find healthier community? 

□  Yes      □  No      □  Sometimes      □  I’m not sure 

If you marked Yes or Sometimes, briefly describe:  

  

26.  Who are the three people whose voices most shape my thinking, values, and sense of 
identity? Are they walking the narrow road with me or pulling in a different direction? 

  

  

  

27.  How much do I allow the people in my community to see the real condition of my 
interior life? 

1  □    2  □    3  □    4  □    5 

Very little / managed                                                      Fully / vulnerably honest 

28.  What would genuine, truth-telling, narrow-road community look like for me in this 
specific season of life? What is one step I could take toward it this week? 

  

  

  

—  •  — 

SECTION 4  THE PRESENCE OF UNCONFESSED SIN OR UNFORGIVENESS 

Is there a secret or a wound driving my drift? 

These are the most vulnerable questions in the assessment. Answer them in the presence 
of God rather than in the presence of your own shame management. He already knows the 
answer to every one of them. The purpose of naming them is not to inform Him but to 
remove their power over you. 
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29.  Is there a sin I am currently concealing from everyone in my life — something that no 
one who knows me knows about? 

You do not need to write it here. But name it to yourself honestly. Has the concealment of it 
been driving distance from God and from the community of faith? 

□  Yes      □  No      □  Sometimes      □  I’m not sure 

If you marked Yes or Sometimes, briefly describe:  

  

30.  Is there a wound or offense from a church, community, or individual believer that I have 
not forgiven — that I am still carrying as bitterness, avoidance, or quiet resentment? 

Chapter 4 distinguished forgiveness from reconciliation. The question is not whether the 
relationship has been restored. It is whether the offense has been released. 

  

  

  

31.  Have I been trying to manage a sin privately — promising God I will ‘get it together’ 
before returning to community or full engagement with the narrow road? 

Has the private recovery plan been working? 

□  Yes      □  No      □  Sometimes      □  I’m not sure 

If you marked Yes or Sometimes, briefly describe:  

  

32.  If the Holy Spirit were to identify the one thing in my life that most needs to come into 
the light through confession — to God and to at least one other person — what would it be? 

You do not have to write it here. But name it to yourself, and ask whether you are willing to 
take the step toward confession that James 5:16 describes. 
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33.  Has my avoidance of a specific community, discipline, or relationship been driven 
more by the need to protect a secret than by a legitimate reason? 

□  Yes      □  No      □  Sometimes      □  I’m not sure 

If you marked Yes or Sometimes, briefly describe:  

  

34.  Is there someone I need to contact, a relationship I need to begin repairing, or a 
disclosure I need to make as part of the return to the narrow road? 

Be specific. Name the person or the action if you can. 

  

  

  

—  •  — 

SECTION 5  THE INDICATORS OF DRIFT OR RETURN 

Where am I, and in which direction am I currently moving? 

This final section asks the summary diagnostic questions. Answer them in light of 
everything the previous four sections have surfaced. 

 

35.  When I read the description of the broad road in this book, did I recognize myself? 

Which specific mechanism of drift — neglect, wound, cultural assimilation, rationalization, 
hidden sin, prosperity — was most recognizable? 

□  Yes      □  No      □  Sometimes      □  I’m not sure 

If you marked Yes or Sometimes, briefly describe:  

  

36.  How would I honestly describe my current position relative to the narrow road? 

1  □    2  □    3  □    4  □    5 

Far from it / broad road                                                      On it / walking it faithfully 

37.  How would I describe the direction I am currently moving? 
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1  □    2  □    3  □    4  □    5 

Away from the narrow road                                                      Toward or on the narrow road 

38.  What is the single most important thing this assessment has surfaced that I need to 
address? 

Be specific. Not a general spiritual aspiration — a specific action, decision, confession, or 
conversation. 

  

  

  

39.  What has the drift cost me that I most want to recover? 

Joy? Intimacy with God? Moral clarity? A relationship? Kingdom effectiveness? Name it 
specifically. 

  

  

  

40.  What is the first concrete step I am willing to take in the next seven days toward the 
narrow road? 

It does not need to be dramatic. It needs to be real and doable. A conversation. A 
confession. A return to a discipline. A phone call. Name it and write it down. 

  

  

  

41.  Do I believe that the God described in Chapter 11 — the Father who runs, the Shepherd 
who searches, the One who holds the gate open — is willing to receive me in my current 
condition? 

What is the honest answer? If it is ‘No’ or ‘I’m not sure,’ what is the belief about God that 
produces that answer? 

□  Yes      □  No      □  Sometimes      □  I’m not sure 
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If you marked Yes or Sometimes, briefly describe:  

  

42.  Write a brief, honest prayer in the space below. It does not need to be eloquent. It 
needs to be true. Tell God where you are and what you want. 

This is your tax collector moment: ‘God, be merciful to me, the sinner.’ (Luke 18:13) 

  

  

  

  

—  •  — 

 

When you have finished this assessment, do not put it away. Take the specific thing named 
in Question 38 and the specific step named in Question 40, and act on them before the 
week is over. The assessment is not the return. It is the beginning of the recognition that 
makes the return possible. 

 

The God who gave you the honesty to answer these questions is the same God who 
receives what those honest answers reveal. He is not surprised by anything you named. He 
is not diminished by it. He is not made less willing by it to run toward the figure on the road. 

 

The narrow road is still there. He is still watching the road that leads back to it. 

 

Come home. 

 

“Search me, O God, and know my heart; try me and know my anxious thoughts; and see if 
there be any hurtful way in me, and lead me in the everlasting way.”  — Psalm 139:23–24 
(NASB) 
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WHEN YOU MAKE THE WRONG TURN 

Finding Your Way Back to the Narrow Road 

 

APPENDIX B 

Small Group Discussion Guide 

A 12-Session Curriculum for Groups, Recovery Communities, and Accountability 
Partnerships 

—  •  — 

A Note to the Facilitator 

This curriculum is designed to take a group of six to twelve people through When You Make 
the Wrong Turn across twelve sessions of approximately ninety minutes each. It is suitable 
for three contexts: church small groups working through the book together; recovery 
communities where participants may be at various stages of their return journey; and 
accountability partnerships of two or three people who want more structured engagement 
with the material. 

Each session follows the same structure: 

•  Opening Scripture — a verse to center the group before discussion begins. 

•  Review (5–10 min) — brief recap of the chapter(s) covered, to ensure everyone is 
oriented. 

•  Discussion Questions (40–50 min) — five to seven questions moving from observation to 
personal application. Questions marked with † are more personally vulnerable and should 
be offered as invitations, never obligations. 

•  Application Exercise (10–15 min) — a specific, actionable practice to take into the week. 

•  Memory Verse — a verse to carry through the week. 

•  Closing Prayer Direction — a prompt for the closing prayer. 
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Three facilitator convictions to carry into every session: 

First, this material works because it is honest. Create a culture where honesty is welcome 
and performance is not required. The ragamuffin is more useful in this context than the 
theologian. 

Second, confidentiality is the foundation of safety. Establish it explicitly in Session 1 and re-
affirm it whenever the discussion moves into vulnerable territory. 

Third, you are a fellow traveler, not an expert. The facilitator who has made their own wrong 
turns and found their way back is infinitely more useful in this context than one who has 
not. Lead from your story, not above it. 

—  •  — 

 

SESSION 1 

Two Roads, Two Destinations 

Covers: Introduction + Chapter 1  •  Suggested time: 90 minutes 

“Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is broad that leads to 
destruction, and there are many who enter through it.”  — Matthew 7:13 (NASB) 

Review 

The Introduction frames the book’s central premise: drift is the normal mechanism of 
departure, not dramatic rebellion. Chapter 1 examines Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount 
teaching on the Two Roads — their descriptions, their destinations, and the three 
commands of Matthew 16:24 that define the narrow road. 

Discussion Questions 

1.  The Introduction opens with the sentence: ‘You didn’t plan to end up here.’ How does 
that statement land for you? Does it describe your experience, or does your story feel more 
deliberate than that? 

2.  Chapter 1 describes the broad road as ‘the road of drift’ — populated not primarily by 
apostates but by believers who have slowly moved in the wrong direction without a decisive 
moment of departure. How does that reframe your understanding of spiritual danger? 

3.  Jesus’ description of the narrow road includes three commands: deny yourself, take up 
your cross, follow Me. Which of the three do you find most difficult in your current season of 
life? Why? 
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4.  The book argues that the broad road asks less of you in the short term but costs more in 
the long term. Can you identify a specific area of your life where you have experienced that 
pattern? 

5.  †  If you are willing to share: what brought you to this book and this group? What are you 
hoping for from the next twelve sessions? 

Offer this as an invitation, not a requirement. Some people will share; others will not yet be 
ready. 

Application Exercise 

The Honest Beginning 

Before next session, spend 15–20 minutes with Appendix A (the Self-Assessment), 
specifically Section 5 (Questions 35–42). You do not need to share your answers with the 
group. But come to the next session prepared to answer this one question in general terms: 
‘What do I most want from this journey?’ 

MEMORY VERSE  “Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is broad 
that leads to destruction, and there are many who enter through it.” — Matthew 7:13 (NASB) 

CLOSING PRAYER DIRECTION   
Pray for honesty — the grace to see clearly, without the distorting lens of shame or self-
protection, and the courage to stay in the room with what is seen. 

 

SESSION 2 

The Drifting Heart 

Covers: Chapters 2 & 3  •  Suggested time: 90 minutes 

“The heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who can understand it?”  
— Jeremiah 17:9 (NASB) 

Review 

Chapter 2 examines the biblical heart as the command center of the whole person — the 
place from which loves, decisions, and direction flow. Chapter 3 traces the Slow Fade: the 
four disciplines most commonly abandoned in drift (prayer, Scripture, worship, 
giving/serving) and the five diagnostic markers of neglect-driven departure. 
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Discussion Questions 

1.  Chapter 2 uses Augustine’s framework of disordered love — sin as loving good things in 
the wrong order or the wrong proportion. What is a good thing in your life that has, at some 
point, functioned as a substitute for God? 

2.  Chapter 3 describes busyness as a spiritual anesthetic — something that numbs the 
believer to the pain of God’s absence without actually addressing the absence. How has 
busyness functioned in your spiritual life? 

3.  The four disciplines most commonly neglected in drift are prayer, Scripture, worship, 
and giving/serving. Which one has been most consistently present in your life, and which 
has suffered most? What does the gap tell you? 

4.  Chapter 2 describes four stages of heart hardening, from sensitivity to callousness. 
Without necessarily identifying your current stage, can you trace the progression in your 
own experience — the moments when conviction produced a response and the moments 
when it began to produce only mild discomfort? 

5.  †  The chapter describes the spiritual, emotional, and even physical symptoms of a 
heart moving away from God: restlessness, loss of joy, flatness in prayer. Has there been a 
season of your life when those symptoms were present? What did you do with them? 

Application Exercise 

The Discipline Audit 

Review your last month honestly. For each of the four disciplines named in Chapter 3 
(prayer, Scripture, worship, giving/serving), give it a simple letter grade: A (consistent and 
engaged), B (present but inconsistent), C (minimal), F (absent). Bring your honest grades to 
the next session. No performance required — this is diagnostic, not evaluative. 

MEMORY VERSE  “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within 
me.” — Psalm 51:10 (NASB) 

CLOSING PRAYER DIRECTION   
Pray for the softening of whatever has hardened — asking the Spirit to identify the specific 
place in each person’s heart that needs renewed tenderness toward God. 
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SESSION 3 

The Wound That Moved You 

Covers: Chapter 4  •  Suggested time: 90 minutes 

“Those who were sick, you have not strengthened, the diseased you have not healed, the 
broken you have not bound up.”  — Ezekiel 34:4 (NASB) 

Review 

Chapter 4 examines drift through church hurt and relational wounding — the four forms of 
institutional failure (legalism, narcissistic leadership, hypocrisy, exclusion), the critical 
distinction between leaving a toxic community and leaving Christ, and the roadblock of 
unforgiveness on the return journey. 

Discussion Questions 

1.  Chapter 4 argues that church hurt is one of the most common and least acknowledged 
mechanisms of drift. Did this chapter name something in your experience, or in the 
experience of people you know well? 

2.  The chapter distinguishes between leaving a toxic community and leaving Christ — 
arguing that the two are not the same and should not be treated as the same. How do you 
respond to that distinction? Does it create any clarity or any discomfort? 

3.  The chapter addresses four specific forms of church failure: legalism, narcissistic 
leadership, hypocrisy, and exclusion. Is there a form not named here that you would add 
from your own experience or observation? 

4.  Chapter 4 makes the claim that unforgiveness is a roadblock on the return to the narrow 
road — not because the offending party deserves forgiveness, but because maintained 
bitterness keeps the wounded person bound to the wound. Do you agree? Where does that 
claim feel right, and where does it feel like too much? 

5.  †  Is there a specific wound from a church, community, or individual believer that has 
contributed to your distance from the narrow road? You do not need to name the person or 
the situation. But is it there? 

Handle this question with extraordinary care. Make space for people to acknowledge 
without requiring elaboration. 

6.  John 21 shows Jesus restoring Peter on the beach — in the geography of the original 
failure, over breakfast, through questions rather than indictment. What does that 
restoration scene say to someone who has been wounded by the institutional church? 
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Application Exercise 

The Forgiveness Examination 

This week, spend time with God specifically asking: ‘Is there a wound I am still carrying that 
has become a barrier between me and the community of faith? Is there a person or 
institution I have not forgiven?’ You do not need to resolve this in a week. But name it 
honestly. Appendix A, Section 4 (Questions 29–34) may help surface what needs to be 
named. 

MEMORY VERSE  “Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God 
in Christ also has forgiven you.” — Ephesians 4:32 (NASB) 

CLOSING PRAYER DIRECTION   
Pray specifically for those in the group who have been wounded by the church — for the 
healing that only God can provide, and for the grace to receive healthy community even 
after unhealthy community has broken trust. 

 

SESSION 4 

The World, Rationalization, and Hidden Sin 

Covers: Chapters 5, 6 & 7  •  Suggested time: 90 minutes 

“Do not love the world nor the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the 
Father is not in him.”  — 1 John 2:15 (NASB) 

Review 

Three mechanisms of drift are addressed in this session. Chapter 5 examines cultural 
assimilation and syncretism — the world as a rival kingdom with rival loves. Chapter 6 
examines rationalization — the mind employed in the service of a conclusion the heart has 
already reached. Chapter 7 examines the gravitational pull of unconfessed, hidden sin and 
the freedom of confession. 

Discussion Questions 

1.  Chapter 5 redefines worldliness not as a list of prohibited behaviors but as the ordering 
of love around the world’s values rather than God’s. What parts of the surrounding culture 
have most quietly shaped your values in ways you have not fully examined? 

2.  Chapter 6 describes rationalization as ‘the mind employed in the service of a conclusion 
the heart has already reached.’ Can you identify a rationalization from your own story — 
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something that felt like wisdom at the time but in retrospect was the mind protecting a 
choice the heart had already made? 

3.  The chapter presents five common rationalizations: ‘God wants me to be happy,’ ‘Grace 
covers it,’ ‘The church is too legalistic,’ ‘I’m still a good person,’ and ‘God understands.’ 
Which of these has appeared in your own thinking? What made it convincing? 

4.  Chapter 7 traces four stages by which hidden sin drives a believer toward the broad 
road: shame makes the narrow road feel inaccessible; the narrow road community feels 
threatening; the broad road community offers refuge; identity eventually shifts. Does this 
sequence match what you have observed in yourself or in others? 

5.  †  Chapter 7 makes the claim that the private recovery plan — the decision to ‘get it 
together’ before returning to community or confession — almost always fails. Have you 
experienced that pattern? What happened? 

This is highly vulnerable territory. Hold it carefully. 

6.  Augustine’s line — ‘The confession of evil works is the first beginning of good works’ — 
frames confession as a beginning, not a defeat. How does that reframing land? Does it 
change the way you think about the prospect of confession? 

Application Exercise 

The Rationalization Inventory 

This week, identify one belief you currently hold about your spiritual life that makes your 
current level of engagement feel adequate or acceptable. Write it down. Then ask honestly: 
is this belief shaped primarily by Scripture, or is it shaped by a conclusion I have already 
reached for other reasons? Bring the question — not necessarily the answer — to the next 
session. 

MEMORY VERSE  “Therefore, confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another so 
that you may be healed.” — James 5:16 (NASB) 

CLOSING PRAYER DIRECTION   
Pray for the courage to be honest — with God, with ourselves, and where appropriate with 
one another — about the things we have been protecting from the light. 
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SESSION 5 

Prosperity, Success, and the Seduction of Blessing 

Covers: Chapter 8  •  Suggested time: 90 minutes 

“Beware that you do not forget the LORD your God by not keeping His commandments… 
otherwise, when you have eaten and are satisfied… then your heart will become proud and 
you will forget the LORD your God.”  — Deuteronomy 8:11–14 (NASB) 

Review 

Chapter 8 examines drift through blessing — the paradox of prosperity by which the gifts of 
God quietly displace the Giver. It traces four displacement patterns (career over Kingdom, 
financial security over dependence, social status over Christ-identity, schedule over 
disciplines) and presents the spirituality of sufficiency as the counter-formation. 

Discussion Questions 

1.  The chapter opens with the claim that prosperity-driven drift is particularly dangerous 
because it arrives wearing the face of God’s favor. Have you experienced a season of 
blessing that quietly produced distance from God? What did that look like? 

2.  Moses’ warning in Deuteronomy 8 traces a specific sequence: eat and be satisfied → 
build good houses → watch things multiply → become proud → forget God. Where in that 
sequence have you recognized yourself? 

3.  Chapter 8 identifies the honest calendar examination as one of the most reliable 
diagnostic tools for the prosperous believer. If you mapped your last month honestly 
against the priorities of the narrow road, what would the calendar reveal? 

4.  Paul’s contentment in Philippians 4:11–12 was learned rather than natural — developed 
through the repeated experience of finding Christ sufficient in circumstances that 
demanded more. What has been the most effective teacher of contentment in your life? 

5.  †  Is there something you currently possess — in terms of career, financial security, 
social standing, or lifestyle — that you would be genuinely unwilling to surrender if God 
asked you to? What does your honest answer tell you about where your security is located? 

6.  Jim Elliot’s line — ‘He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot 
lose’ — describes a theology of loose-handed stewardship. What would it look like to hold 
your current blessings with genuinely open hands? 
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Application Exercise 

The Generosity Step 

This week, make a financial gift that requires you to actually feel the sacrifice — not a 
convenient contribution from surplus, but a gift that costs something. Direct it toward the 
work of God (your church, a ministry, a person in need). Notice what the giving produces in 
your interior life. Come prepared to share one observation, however small, with the group. 

MEMORY VERSE  “Not that I speak from want, for I have learned, in whatever state I am, to 
be content.” — Philippians 4:11 (NASB) 

CLOSING PRAYER DIRECTION   
Pray for the grace of open hands — the freedom to hold lightly the things God has provided, 
and the reordering of loves that keeps the Giver more precious than the gifts. 

 

SESSION 6 

What the Broad Road Costs 

Covers: Chapters 9 & 10  •  Suggested time: 90 minutes 

“Restore to me the joy of Your salvation and sustain me with a willing spirit.”  — Psalm 
51:12 (NASB) 

Review 

Chapter 9 names the immediate, present losses of drift: intimacy with God, joy, moral 
clarity, Kingdom effectiveness, and legacy. Chapter 10 examines the eternal stakes — the 
four warning passages of the New Testament (Hebrews 6, Hebrews 10, Revelation 3, 
Matthew 7) — with pastoral honesty about what they say and pastoral care about what they 
are designed to do. 

Discussion Questions 

1.  Chapter 9 argues that the broad road costs more than it advertises — taking things that 
are invisible on the surface of a life. Of the five losses named (intimacy with God, joy, moral 
clarity, Kingdom effectiveness, legacy), which one has been most real in your experience or 
observation? 

2.  The chapter distinguishes between pleasure (immediate, fading, requiring escalation) 
and joy (deep, settled, not dependent on circumstances). Can you describe a season of 
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your life when you had plenty of pleasure and very little joy? What was that like from the 
inside? 

3.  Chapter 9’s section on legacy argues that ‘your drift is never private — someone is 
always downstream from you.’ Who is downstream from you? How does awareness of their 
position affect your view of your current spiritual choices? 

4.  Chapter 10 presents the warning passages of the New Testament. Which of the four 
passages was most striking to you, and why? Did it produce the response the chapter 
describes — awakening rather than terror? 

5.  Ezekiel 33:11 portrays God swearing by His own life that He takes no pleasure in the 
death of the wicked and urgently desires their turning. How does the severity of the warning 
passages and the grace of the invitation co-exist in your understanding of God? 

Application Exercise 

The Loss Inventory 

From Chapter 9’s five categories of loss, identify the one that has been most real in your 
experience. Write a paragraph describing specifically what that loss has looked like and 
cost. Bring it to the next session, prepared to share it if you choose. The purpose is not to 
produce despair but clarity — to see what is being recovered clearly enough that the 
recovery feels worth pursuing. 

MEMORY VERSE  “You will make known to me the path of life; in Your presence is fullness 
of joy; in Your right hand there are pleasures forever.” — Psalm 16:11 (NASB) 

CLOSING PRAYER DIRECTION   
Pray for awakening rather than condemnation — for the grace to hear the warning as 
invitation, to receive the severity of the cost as the measure of what is available to be 
recovered, and to turn toward the road that leads to life. 

 

SESSION 7 

The God Who Pursues 

Covers: Chapter 11  •  Suggested time: 90 minutes 

“But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and felt compassion for him, and 
ran and embraced him and kissed him.”  — Luke 15:20 (NASB) 
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Review 

Chapter 11 is the theological center of the book — the turning point from diagnosis to 
invitation. It examines the pursuing God across five biblical portraits (Genesis 3:9, Hosea 
2:14, Luke 15:4–7, Luke 15:8–10, John 21:15–19) and establishes the doctrine of prevenient 
and restoring grace: God’s initiative precedes, enables, and sustains every movement of 
return. 

Discussion Questions 

1.  Of the five portraits of the pursuing God in Chapter 11, which one moved you most? 
What was it about that particular image that reached you? 

2.  The chapter unpacks three specific details from the parable of the prodigal son: the 
father was watching the road (while he was still a long way off), the father ran (which was 
culturally undignified), and the embrace came before the speech was complete. Which 
detail is most significant to you? Why? 

3.  The doctrine of prevenient grace argues that God’s pursuit precedes the human decision 
to return — that the very desire to come back is itself a gift of grace. How does that shift the 
weight of the return journey for you? Does it make it feel lighter or more complicated? 

4.  Manning’s description of the ‘reckless father’ frames God’s love as one that ‘refuses to 
be constrained by the son’s choices.’ Is that a God you recognize? Or does your operative 
theology of God look more like a father who waits with measured welcome rather than 
runs? 

5.  †  Has reading this chapter changed anything about how you see God’s posture toward 
you right now, in your current condition? Even slightly? What shifted, if anything? 

6.  Merton’s line — ‘You do not have to acquire holiness. You have to receive it. You only 
have to be willing to be held by the One who is already holding you’ — reframes the return 
as a relaxation of resistance rather than an achievement. What would it look like for you to 
stop resisting what God is already doing? 

Application Exercise 

The Portrait Meditation 

Choose one of the five pursuing-God portraits from Chapter 11. Read the relevant Scripture 
passage (Genesis 3:1–15; Hosea 2:14–20; Luke 15:4–7; Luke 15:8–10; John 21:15–19) slowly 
and multiple times this week. Ask God to let the image become personally real rather than 
theologically abstract. Come to the next session prepared to share one sentence about 
what happened in the reading. 
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MEMORY VERSE  “I will look to the LORD; I will wait for the God of my salvation; my God 
will hear me.” — Micah 7:7 (NASB) 

CLOSING PRAYER DIRECTION   
Pray in response to the pursuing God — not asking God to begin pursuing, but 
acknowledging that He already has, and asking for the grace to stop running in the wrong 
direction and turn toward the One who is already on the road. 

 

SESSION 8 

Repentance: The Narrow Gate 

Covers: Chapter 12  •  Suggested time: 90 minutes 

“For the sorrow that is according to the will of God produces a repentance without regret, 
leading to salvation, but the sorrow of the world produces death.”  — 2 Corinthians 7:10 
(NASB) 

Review 

Chapter 12 reclaims repentance as the narrow gate of return rather than a punishment to 
be endured. It examines metanoia’s three dimensions (intellectual, emotional, volitional), 
the distinction between remorse and repentance using Judas and Peter as contrasting 
portraits, the five elements of biblical repentance (Recognition, Responsibility, Remorse, 
Renunciation, Restoration), and Luther’s Thesis 1 on lifelong repentance. 

Discussion Questions 

1.  The chapter argues that repentance has been so mishandled in the church that 
recovering its meaning requires clearing away what it has come to mean. What has 
repentance meant to you historically? Punishment? Transaction? Something else? 

2.  Metanoia’s three dimensions are intellectual (seeing clearly), emotional (godly sorrow), 
and volitional (turning). Which of the three has been easiest for you? Which hardest? What 
does the gap tell you about your repentance patterns? 

3.  The Judas/Peter contrast is the chapter’s most important illustration. Both men failed 
catastrophically. The difference was the direction their grief moved: Judas’s inward toward 
self-destruction; Peter’s outward, remaining available to be met. Have you experienced the 
difference between these two movements in your own life? 
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4.  The five elements of repentance are Recognition, Responsibility, Remorse, 
Renunciation, and Restoration. Which element is most commonly missing from the 
repentance you have witnessed — in church culture, in your community, in yourself? 

5.  Luther’s Thesis 1 — ‘the entire life of believers is repentance’ — frames repentance as 
an ongoing posture rather than a crisis event. How does that reframe repentance from 
something to be dreaded into something to be inhabited? 

6.  †  Is there a specific repentance that needs to be made — a turning that has been 
deferred, a confession that has been delayed, a Renunciation that has been rehearsed but 
not enacted? What is the next step toward making it real? 

This question should be offered quietly. No pressure to share specifics. 

Application Exercise 

The Five-Element Examination 

Using the five elements of Chapter 12 (Recognition, Responsibility, Remorse, 
Renunciation, Restoration), apply them to a specific area of drift or failure in your own 
story. Work through each element honestly. You do not need to complete all five this week 
— begin where you are. The goal is not to produce a perfect performance of repentance but 
to move through the elements with honest intention. Bring one observation from the 
exercise to the next session. 

MEMORY VERSE  “Repent and return, so that your sins may be wiped away, in order that 
times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord.” — Acts 3:19 (NASB) 

CLOSING PRAYER DIRECTION   
Pray for the grace of genuine metanoia — not just emotional remorse but the full turning of 
mind, heart, and will — and for the specific courage required by whatever the next step of 
repentance is for each person in the room. 

 

SESSION 9 

Come Exactly As You Are — The First Steps Back 

Covers: Chapter 13, Sections 13.1–13.3  •  Suggested time: 90 minutes 

“'Come now, and let us reason together,' says the LORD, 'Though your sins are as scarlet, 
they will be as white as snow.'”  — Isaiah 1:18 (NASB) 
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Review 

This session covers the first three practical pathways of return from Chapter 13: Section 
13.1 (Come Exactly As You Are — no cleaning up required), Section 13.2 (Return to Prayer), 
and Section 13.3 (Return to the Word). These are the most immediately accessible 
pathways and the most commonly deferred by the shame-driven expectation that 
worthiness must precede return. 

Discussion Questions 

1.  Section 13.1 argues that the most important instruction for the return journey is ‘do not 
clean yourself up first.’ What is the version of cleaning up that you have been attempting 
before you allow yourself to fully return? 

2.  The section engages Mary Oliver’s ‘Wild Geese’ — noting that it gets close to the gospel 
truth but falls short of it. The gospel offers not just acceptance of the scarlet but the 
whitening of it. What is the difference between being accepted as you are and being 
transformed from where you are? Why does the difference matter? 

3.  Section 13.2 presents three principles for the returning prayer life: honesty is not a 
scandal, start small and consistent, and use the Psalms when your own words fail. Which 
of the three is most immediately useful for your current situation? 

4.  Mother Teresa’s definition of prayer as ‘putting oneself in the hands of God’ shifts prayer 
from performance to posture. How does that reframe the problem of not knowing what to 
say? 

5.  Section 13.3 recommends beginning with Psalms and then the Gospels. What is your 
current relationship with Scripture? Has it been absent, occasional, or consistent? What is 
one specific change you could make in the next week? 

6.  †  Has the expectation of worthiness before return — the belief that you need to achieve 
a certain standard before you can come back to God or to community — been present in 
your thinking? Where did that expectation come from, and how has it functioned? 

Application Exercise 

The First Conversation 

This week, have the first genuinely honest prayer of your return journey. Not polished, not 
performance-grade. Just honest. Speak to God about where you actually are — using the 
tax collector’s seven words as a model if your own words do not come. Then read Psalm 51 
slowly, once, as a follow-up. Come to the next session prepared to share one sentence 
about what the experience was like. 
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MEMORY VERSE  “God, be merciful to me, the sinner!” — Luke 18:13 (NASB) 

CLOSING PRAYER DIRECTION   
Pray as a group, modeling the honesty commended in the session: not elaborate prayers, 
but genuine ones. Invite each person, if willing, to contribute a single sentence of honest 
prayer. 

 

SESSION 10 

Community, Service, and the Architecture of Return 

Covers: Chapter 13, Sections 13.4–13.6  •  Suggested time: 90 minutes 

“Two are better than one because they have a good return for their labor. For if either of 
them falls, the one will lift up his companion.”  — Ecclesiastes 4:9–10 (NASB) 

Review 

This session covers the final three pathways of Chapter 13: Section 13.4 (Return to 
Community), Section 13.5 (Return to Service), and Section 13.6 (Re-Establishing Spiritual 
Disciplines as Habits). These are the pathways that take the longest to fully inhabit and that 
do the most formative work over the long haul. 

Discussion Questions 

1.  Section 13.4 makes three clarifications about returning to community: it may not mean 
returning to the specific community of the drift; finding one person comes before finding a 
congregation; and telling the truth is essential. Which of the three is most relevant to your 
current situation? 

2.  Bonhoeffer’s claim — that the person isolated from God’s people is nearly always in 
danger — was forged in the context of Nazi Germany, not comfortable middle-class 
Christianity. How does the stakes of his context sharpen the claim for your context? 

3.  Section 13.5 names a counterintuitive principle: genuine restoration often accelerates 
when the returning believer stops focusing entirely on their own recovery and begins 
investing in the restoration of someone else. Have you experienced that paradox? When 
has giving yourself away produced healing rather than depleting it? 

4.  Dallas Willard’s distinction — grace is not opposed to effort, but to earning — reframes 
the disciplines as the effort of someone receiving rather than earning. How does that 
distinction change the way you approach the re-establishment of disciplines? 
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5.  Of the six disciplines in Section 13.6 (scheduled prayer, daily Scripture, regular worship, 
confession/accountability, fasting, sacrificial giving), which has been most consistently 
present in your life? Which is most urgently absent? What is one concrete step toward re-
establishing the most absent one? 

6.  †  Is there a person — a pastor, counselor, or trusted friend — who knows your full story 
and has permission to ask you the hard questions? If not, what is the primary obstacle to 
finding that person? 

Application Exercise 

The Community Commitment 

By the end of the week following this session, take one concrete step toward genuine 
community: contact a pastor, counselor, or trusted friend who could know your full story. 
You do not need to tell the full story in the first contact — just make the contact and arrange 
a time to meet. Come to the next session and report, briefly, whether the contact was 
made. 

MEMORY VERSE  “And let us consider how to stimulate one another to love and good 
deeds, not forsaking our own assembling together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging 
one another.” — Hebrews 10:24–25 (NASB) 

CLOSING PRAYER DIRECTION   
Pray for the specific community needs of each person in the room — for the courage to 
reach toward accountability, for the healing of trust that has been broken by past 
community failures, and for the experience of the genuine fellowship that the narrow road 
makes possible. 

 

SESSION 11 

The Long Obedience 

Covers: Chapter 14  •  Suggested time: 90 minutes 

“Brethren, I do not regard myself as having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: forgetting 
what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal.”  — 
Philippians 3:13–14 (NASB) 

Review 

Chapter 14 addresses the challenge of remaining on the narrow road after the return has 
been made. It examines the danger of the second drift (2 Peter 2:20–22), Peterson’s vision 
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of the long obedience in the same direction, five markers of the narrow-road believer, and 
the community of the narrow road as its primary structural safeguard. 

Discussion Questions 

1.  Chapter 14 names the ‘deception of arrival’ — the danger of concluding that the return 
journey was the hard part and that maintenance will be easier. Where have you 
experienced that deception in your own spiritual life? 

2.  Moody’s observation — ‘It is easier to get out of the world than to keep the world out of 
you’ — names the ongoing nature of the narrow road’s challenge. What is the world’s most 
consistent entry point into your interior life? What keeps it accessible? 

3.  Peterson’s three convictions about the long obedience (faithfulness is a decision not a 
feeling; the narrow road is right every day not exciting every day; consistency not intensity is 
the mark of maturity) are all countercultural. Which one challenges contemporary 
Christian culture most directly? 

4.  Of the five markers of the narrow-road believer (Word shapes thinking; community 
includes truth-tellers; sin is confessed not concealed; suffering is interpreted through the 
cross; glory of God is the operating goal), which one is most present in your life? Which is 
most aspirational? 

5.  Paul’s ‘I have not laid hold of it yet’ from Philippians 3 is the most honest available 
statement from the New Testament’s most productive apostle. How does the combination 
of his extraordinary fruitfulness and his ongoing incompleteness affect your expectations of 
your own spiritual life? 

6.  †  What is the specific drift pattern that you are most vulnerable to in this next season of 
life? Name it. What is the specific safeguard you need to put in place against it? 

Application Exercise 

The Vigilance Plan 

Identify your single greatest drift vulnerability — the specific mechanism (neglect, wound, 
rationalization, prosperity, hidden sin, cultural assimilation) most likely to pull you from the 
narrow road. Then identify one specific, concrete safeguard against it: a person to contact, 
a discipline to establish, a community to join, a habit to build. Write it down. Bring it to the 
final session and share it with the group as an act of accountability. 

MEMORY VERSE  “Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling, and to make you 
stand in the presence of His glory blameless with great joy… be glory, majesty, dominion 
and authority, before all time and now and forever. Amen.” — Jude 24–25 (NASB) 
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CLOSING PRAYER DIRECTION   
Pray for the long obedience — not just for the dramatic moments of return and renewal, but 
for the faithful, ordinary, unglamorous commitment of a thousand days of pressing on in the 
same direction. Pray Jude 24–25 aloud over the group. 

 

SESSION 12 

Come Home — Celebration and Commissioning 

Covers: Conclusion + Review  •  Suggested time: 90 minutes 

“Thus says the LORD, 'Stand by the ways and see and ask for the ancient paths, where the 
good way is, and walk in it; and you will find rest for your souls.'”  — Jeremiah 6:16 (NASB) 

Review 

This final session reviews the arc of the entire book and concludes with the celebration and 
recommissioning of each group member. It is less a discussion session and more a liturgy 
of return — a structured opportunity for each person to name what they have received from 
the journey and where they are headed. Come prepared for this session to feel different 
from the others. 

Discussion Questions 

1.  Looking back across the twelve sessions: which chapter or theme landed with the most 
personal weight? What made it most relevant to your specific story? 

2.  The Conclusion returns to Jeremiah 6:16 and unpacks four imperatives: Stand, See, Ask, 
Walk. As you conclude this curriculum, where are you in that sequence? Still standing? 
Beginning to see? Having asked? Walking? 

3.  What is the most significant thing you are taking from this group experience — not from 
the book, but from the specific people who have been on this journey with you? 

4.  At the beginning of the curriculum (Session 1), the group was asked: ‘What do you most 
want from this journey?’ Looking back: was that received? What came instead that you did 
not expect? 

Commissioning Exercise — Personal Testimony of Return 

In the final 30–40 minutes, invite each group member to share a brief (2–3 minute) personal 
statement answering three questions: 

•  Where was I when I began this curriculum? 



187 
 

•  What is the most important thing that has shifted? 

•  What is the specific step I am committing to take on the narrow road from here? 

 

No one is required to share. But offer the invitation with the full weight of the community’s 
care. What is spoken aloud in the presence of these specific people becomes 
accountability. What is committed to in community is more likely to be kept than what is 
decided alone. 

Application Exercise — The Ongoing Plan 

After the Curriculum 

Before the group disbands, answer these questions together: (1) Will we continue meeting 
in some form? If so, how and when? (2) Who in this group needs ongoing accountability 
from a specific person — and can that pair or triad be formally established before tonight is 
over? (3) Is there anyone in the group who has not yet taken the first concrete step of their 
return? What needs to happen tonight to support that step? The goal of a good small group 
is not just to finish the curriculum. It is to ensure that no one leaves the room alone. 

MEMORY VERSE  “Return to the LORD your God, for He is gracious and compassionate, 
slow to anger, abounding in lovingkindness and relenting of evil.” — Joel 2:13 (NASB) 

 

CLOSING LITURGY 

Read aloud together as a group: 

 

“The grace that called us is the grace that kept us. The grace that kept us is the grace that is 
calling us back. The grace that is calling us back will never stop calling. Amazing grace. 
How sweet the sound. And the narrow road is still there. And the God who walks it with us is 
still walking. All the way home.”  — When You Make the Wrong Turn, Conclusion (NASB) 

—  •  — 

The curriculum is complete. The journey is not. Keep walking. 

 

 

 


