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			For New Life Fellowship. 
It’s a joy to be on the narrow path with you.

			
		


			
			

			Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.

			Matthew 7:13–­14
			
		


			

			Praise for

			The Narrow Path

			“In The Narrow Path, Rich unpacks what living our best life truly looks like. By challenging some of our most basic assumptions about what it is to walk with Jesus and by inviting us to discover whether we are on the broad or narrow path, Rich inspires us to get on the right path so we can live the abundant life Jesus came to give us. This book is a much-­needed heart checkup for every Jesus follower.”

			—­Christine Caine, founder of A21 and Propel Women

			“A book written for all those ‘who are weary of anchoring their lives in the unfulfilling promises of the surrounding culture,’ those who find the broad way, essentially, ‘do whatever you want and follow the crowd,’ to be revealing itself as exactly what Jesus warned—­a path toward death, not life—­and those who are interested, intrigued, and deeply drawn to the possibility of Jesus and his narrow way.”

			—­John Mark Comer, author and founder 
of Practicing the Way

			“If you’re tired of the choice between a half-­Christian, conscience-­quieting religion and an exhausting, guilt-­inducing moralism, this book is for you. With a map  through Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount, Rich Villodas leads us to the narrow path and shows us how to find joy on that road. You won’t regret the trip!”

			—­Russell Moore, editor-­in-­chief of Christianity Today

			“Rich Villodas is one of the necessary voices of our time. As we wrestle to understand how Jesus speaks to our current day, Rich makes the words of Christ accessible. Leaders like him are rare. This book is needed.”

			—­Lecrae, Grammy Award–­winning artist and producer

			“We live in a world that hollows us into flimsy, frightened shadows of what God intends for us to be. Into this wasteland comes Rich Villodas, a pastor full of conviction and hope, a man who knows not only how to talk about his subject matter but also how to walk in it. Brilliant and beautiful, concise and clear, The Narrow Path helps us remember again the words of our Lord that lead us to the liberating reality of a world in which less is more, in which the hard work of obedience leads to durable joy, and in which the love of Jesus is to be discovered and dwelt in while we travel this road together as a body of fellow ­pilgrims.”

			—­Curt Thompson, MD, psychiatrist and author 
of The Deepest Place and The Soul of Shame

			“This is Rich Villodas at his pastoral best. His writing shimmers with grace, reflecting the radiance of a kingdom vision of the good life. It is obvious that the words of Jesus’s most significant sermon have passed through the depths of Rich’s own heart. They emerge through his stories and scars to meet us in the realities of our world. Challenging  and confronting, these are pastoral reflections for everyone, calling us to the narrow path toward an expansive life.”

			—­Glenn Packiam, lead pastor of Rockharbor Church and author of The Resilient Pastor and The Intentional Year

			“By bringing laser focus to the manifesto of our faith—­the Sermon on the Mount—­Pastor Rich edifies us anew with the wonderful, subversive love of Christ. With clarity, wisdom, and wit, he reminds us that God’s ways are the ways of life, joy, love, and peace—­the truly good life.”

			—­Danai Gurira, actress, playwright, and activist

			“The Sermon on the Mount stands on the universal scales as the most world-­transforming sermon ever delivered, but it’s also the most profound agenda for personal discipleship. What I hadn’t quite grasped until I read Rich Villodas’s book is that it acts in both of these ways, because this teaching is entirely autobiographical on Jesus’s part. Rich is really telling a biography of Jesus—­Divine One who not only clears the way, teaches the way, and shows the way—­but is the Way. The path is narrow because it is only as wide as the person of Christ. But it is big enough for everyone’s unique journey of life because he is the saviour of all. We know it isn’t enough to give instruction manuals—­people need maps. It’s not sufficient to distribute handbooks—­we need guides. This biography of the Jesus Way reset me on his way again. I hope and pray it sets and resets you on the Way. But my real hope is that it would become all our auto­biographies. This book won’t just do you good; it will do the world good.”

			—­Archbishop Justin Welby, Archbishop of Canterbury
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			Introduction

			I have come to love the world of Harry Potter. (For those of you who don’t share this sentiment, please don’t close this book.) One of my favorite scenes is from Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire. A wizard named Mr. Weasley borrows a tent from a friend named Perkins while attending a larger-­than-­life sporting event. From the outside, it looks like a regular backyard tent that could fit two or three people. But Perkins, a fellow wizard, has charmed the tent, making it drastically larger on the inside. When Harry walks with Mr. Weasley’s children through the narrow entryway, they find themselves in a three-­room flat, with bunk beds, a kitchen, and a bathroom to boot. It’s far more spacious than anyone expected.

			When I think about the teachings of Jesus, especially in the Sermon on the Mount, this charmed tent comes to  mind. The path of Jesus is most certainly narrow, as we will come to see, but it has been charmed, so to speak, with the ever-­expanding life of God. At first Jesus’s words seem constraining and restrictive, but—­like with Mr. Weasley’s tent—­hidden within them is unimaginable power. As we enter, we discover a spaciousness for the soul that is difficult to experience from the outside. Yes, the path is narrow, but as we walk on it, we find ourselves living the kind of life we yearn for: one filled with love, joy, and peace.

			In our culture, narrow is a negative term. It’s used to ­describe closed-­minded, stubborn, holier-­than-­thou people. You’ve encountered them, yes? Maybe you’ve seen them shouting at people at the local park who are holding picket signs that have John 3:16 on them. Or maybe the shouting comes in the form of an ALL CAPS Facebook tirade. To be narrow is not something we aspire to; it’s a characteristic to avoid. Not so with Jesus. Please hear me out.

			The narrow way of Jesus gets to the core of what it means to be human, what it means to love well. It focuses our energy on what truly leads to the good life: a spacious kind of existence that makes room for God and others.

			Admittedly, the narrow path is rarely taken because it demands much of us. As the renown German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”1 But you and I also understand something intuitively: Things that matter most never come easy. The greater the demand, the deeper the payoff. The greater the challenge, the more profound the joy when it is met. The higher the mountain, the deeper the satisfaction when it is summited. The more we die to ourselves and yield to Jesus, the more we come alive. This is the paradox of the Jesus Way.

			Jesus wants you to experience the thrill and satisfaction  of the narrow way. The question is, Are you settling for less? This book aims to do two things:

			1. Remind you that Jesus’s narrow path offers the life you truly desire.

			2. Help you stay on the path so you can experience the deep fulfillment Jesus alone offers.

			If there’s one place in Scripture that explains the narrow path, it’s the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus’s most famous set of teachings in Matthew 5–­7. For the duration of this book, we will unpack the major teachings of his sermon. Let’s pause briefly to reorient ourselves to this well-­known (but often misunderstood) message.

			The Sermon on the Mount

			Eye for an eye. Salt of the earth. Light of the world. Let your yes be yes. Do not judge. Lead us not into temptation. Daily bread.

			If you survey the average person walking down a street and ask them if they’ve ever heard these phrases, most will say yes. But if you ask where these phrases are found, you might hear crickets.

			All these words and phrases are found in the Sermon on the Mount, which is essentially the best TED Talk ever given. The great leaders, preachers, and poets of history have been shaped by this message—­everyone from Gandhi to Martin Luther King, Jr.

			Name any historic speech and you’ll find that Jesus’s sermon outweighs them all. It’s what the Declaration of Inde pendence is to the United States, what Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech was to the civil rights movement, and then some. Everything that’s been written or spoken pales in comparison to these soul-­healing, world-­changing, God-­glorifying words of Jesus.

			Invitation and Inventory

			How you approach this sermon changes everything. If you see it as an instructional manual for salvation, every time you fail to live up to Jesus’s words, you will question whether God is for you. Don’t miss this: The sermon is not how we achieve salvation; it’s how we demonstrate it. Those who have truly been transformed by Jesus resist the cultural norms around them. Thus, this sermon is a litmus test to help us assess whether we are following Jesus or someone else. In this way, the sermon is invitation and inventory. It invites us into a different way of seeing, hearing, and being. We were called to confound, confront, and convert a world out of darkness and into the peace-­giving, love-­animating, joy-­fulfilling reign of God—­not in our effort alone, but in the grace of God so generously poured out for us.

			This sermon also prompts us to take inventory of our thoughts, words, and actions to see if they align with Jesus’s glorious vision. Consider some of the sermon’s major themes:

			• How can I forgive someone who hurt me?

			• Am I serving God or money?

			• Is trust or anxiety shaping my life?

			
			

			• Can my word be taken at face value?

			• Do I bless those who curse me?

			• Do I have sexual integrity?

			As we examine these teachings, you might conclude that Jesus’s path makes no sense. And you would be right. In the eyes of the world, Jesus’s wisdom is nonsense—­totally counterintuitive to cultural norms. But for those like me (and billions of others) who are weary of anchoring their lives in the unfulfilling promises of the surrounding culture, Jesus offers a better way. A narrow path. The life you and I desperately want but struggle to attain.

			Choosing the narrow path requires trusting that Jesus knows what’s best for you, even when it conflicts with your assumptions and expectations. Like the prophet Isaiah once said,

			“For my thoughts are not your thoughts,

			neither are your ways my ways,”

			declares the Lord.

			“As the heavens are higher than the earth,

			so are my ways higher than your ways

			and my thoughts than your thoughts.”

			(Isaiah 55:8–­9)

			The Journey Ahead

			Unless we begin to take Jesus’s words to our hearts and bodies, the faith we profess will not lead to the wholeness  we desire. This book, then, is my attempt to narrow our vision once again, to help us set our lives in a particular direction, to strip off what has weighed us down, and to rediscover what it means to follow Jesus.

			We will explore ancient themes that show up every day of our lives. In the process, what we will discover is that the key to a fulfilling, vibrant life is found in a radical narrow path—­one that is not usually taken. We will discover that as we get on the narrow path, a new kind of spaciousness will be experienced: a spaciousness that can be realized only by stepping into what seems like a confined space.

			We will also discover how subversive the way of Jesus is. His teachings undermine the prevailing notions of wisdom and power in his first-­century context, and in ours as well. We will be surprised to learn that what the world prizes, Jesus devalues, and what Jesus applauds, the world rejects. As we pay close attention to his surprising perspectives, we will find ourselves living in a freedom that the world can’t give, or take away.

			All right, let’s dive in to the best message ever preached by the wisest human who ever lived.
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