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God and the Secular: 
1. God and Mission 

Jason Procopio 

We are beginning a new series today, which we’re calling “God and the Secular.” When we say “secular,” we 
don’t necessarily mean the separation of church and state. We’re looking at this word in the broader sense of 
anything which seemingly has nothing to do with the religious or the spiritual. We all live on a planet (earth), in a 
country (France), and in a city (for most of us here, Paris, or at least the Paris region). And we’re constantly 
surrounded by things that seem to have nothing to do with our faith: we have jobs, we have hobbies, we have 
families. These are things we often consider, to quote the famous hymn, “the things of earth.” And we tend to 
compartmentalize things into two categories: we have faith on one side—anything we do in or for church—and 
we have life on the other side, and for many of us, nary the twain shall meet. As the aforementioned song says, 
“And the things of earth will grow strangely dim/when you turn your eyes upon Him.” And that is often true, 
but should it be? Did God create this earth and all these other areas of our lives only to have us ignore them and 
forget them? Or does he have a greater plan for the things of earth? Is it possible that these things might 
actually serve his glory and our joy in him? These are some of the questions we’re going to start wrestling with 
today. 

So this sermon’s going to be a little different from those which will follow in this series, because what I’d like 
to do here is give the framework for what will follow. Every week we’ll be dealing with a different “secular” 
area of our lives: work, or leisure, or family, or sex. And we’ll see that all of these things serve two main 
purposes for the Christian. Each of them are a) tools God gives to serve the greater mission of the church; and 
b) gifts God gives to serve our joy in him. So every week, we’ll come back to these two elements—we’ll look at 
each individual subject and we’ll ask two questions: How does this thing (work, leisure, family, sex, etc.) 
contribute to the greater mission of the church? and How does it serve our joy in God? So for today I just want 
to lay out the guiding principles we’ll apply in the weeks to come. 

Turn to Matthew 28—we need to start with the first question. If we are to know how the different areas of the 
secular contribute to the greater mission of the church, we need to first see what the mission of the church is. 

1) The Mission of the Church: Make Disciples (Matthew 28.18-20) 
Jesus himself gives us our mission in Matthew 28.18-20: 18  And Jesus came and said to them [his disciples], “All 
authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 19  Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20   teaching them to observe all that I have 
commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age.” 

When we think of the mission of the church, what do we often think about? Social justice, right? Caring for 
the sick, giving to the poor, sending aid to people groups in need… Now, let me be clear: these things are good 
things, and they absolutely have their place. However, these things are not the center. None of them, taken 
separately, are the mission of the church. Kevin DeYoung and Greg Gilbert, in their book What Is the Mission of 
the Church?, deal with social justice, but they show that social justice is a fruit of what motivates the mission of 
the church—love—and not the mission itself.  They offer this summary definition of the church’s mission: “The 1

mission of the church is to go into the world and make disciples by declaring the gospel of Jesus Christ in the 

 See chapter 7 of What Is the Mission of the Church?, Kevin DeYoung & Greg Gilbert (Crossway, 2011).1
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power of the Spirit and gathering these disciples in churches, that they might worship the Lord and obey his 
commands now and in eternity to the glory of God the Father.”  2

Now, here’s the question I’ve often asked: What does that look like in practice? After the book of Acts, the word 
disciple is never used, so in order to see what being a disciple of Christ who makes disciples of Christ looks 
like, we need to look at what it means to be one. A disciple is essentially a student or a follower of a master; 
this is what Jesus’s disciples did—they followed him wherever he went, learned from his teaching, observed his 
practice and learned to imitate him in holiness. So this is what Jesus calls us to do for others—to share with 
others the teaching of the Word, and to walk with them closely enough that they might observe the change in 
us and learn to live for Christ in the same way. 

As I was thinking about which passage to use to illustrate what Jesus is saying here (there are lots), my mind 
immediately went to 1 Timothy 4. So go there with me, we’ll camp out here for the rest of our time together. 
In 1 Timothy 4, the apostle Paul is speaking to Timothy, his young protégé whom he has now left to do 
pastoral ministry in a local church, probably the church in Ephesus. In this chapter Paul describes to this 
young pastor how he should model discipleship for his people—how he is, in essence, to make disciples of the 
people in his church, and how he is to teach them to observe all that Christ commanded. 

2) Discipleship Modeled: The Things of Earth (1 Timothy 4.1-5) 
1 Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the faith by devoting themselves to deceitful 
spirits and teachings of demons, 2 through the insincerity of liars whose consciences are seared, 3 who forbid marriage 
and require abstinence from foods that God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and know 
the truth. 4  For everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, 
5 for it is made holy by the word of God and prayer.  

So to give a bit of context, Paul is countering some false teaching in the church. We see some of the bogus 
prohibitions these false teachers were giving in v. 3: don’t marry, don’t eat certain foods. We don’t know what 
specific teaching led to these prohibitions, but apparently the idea they were promoting is that a Christian can 
gauge their personal holiness and piety by whatever they deny or give up.  

The church still functions this way a lot of the time. And at first glance, this idea of defining yourself by what 
you’re against seems to go along with a lot of what we see in the Bible—we read, for example, the Ten 
Commandments, eight of which are “Thou shalt nots”. We read in the first letter of John (1 John 2.15), “Do not 
love the world or the things in the world.” Now, we don’t have time to talk about what John means when he 
talks about “the world” here, but when we read it superficially, we could imagine that he’s saying simply that 
certain things are good, and other things—“the things of the world”—are bad, and that’s all there is to it. Do the 
holy things, don’t do the unholy things.  

But then Paul, who wrote Colossians, comes along and says something like this: 4 For everything created by God 
is GOOD, and NOTHING is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving… So which is it? Are we to reject the 
things “of earth?” Or are we to not reject them? This is the tension we live in as Christians: there are indeed 
things to be rejected, things that are unpleasing to God and damage our faith…and yet, everything created by 
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God is good. In his wonderful book The Things of Earth, Joe Rigney suggests there are two ways of resolving this 
tension.  

The first way, he says, is to basically choose one side and land there.  On the one side, we have those who think 3

that earthly blessings are all good, so Christians can and should indulge them: God created the marijuana plant, 
so we can smoke it! God created the female body, so we can look as often and as long as we like (no matter 
whose female body it is we’re looking at)! God is a creative God, who inspires artistic creation, so we needn’t 
distinguish between healthy art and unhealthy art! Now we understand why this would be a problem, but 
Rigney writes, “On the other hand, we can so emphasize the necessity of setting our minds above that we 
effectively deny the goodness of God’s creation, thereby falling into the other ditch.”  According to this 4

opposite view, the things of earth are enticing, but dangerous. Work, family, leisure, sex, money… “All of these 
are pleasures laced with poison.”  All of them are potentially dangerous distractions from loving God. (Now 5

this sounds pious, but it is this kind of teaching Paul warned Timothy against, and called in v. 1 teachings of 
demons. This is a big deal.) 

So which is it? Let’s go back to Paul, 1 Timothy 4.4: 4 For everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be 
rejected if it is received with thanksgiving… Okay, so that’s the first key. God does not create bad stuff. Nothing 
he creates is inherently unhealthy or damaging. We can and should be thankful for the good things he’s given 
us. Great news, right? It is great news, but before we go crazy and start blazing up, he goes on: 5 …for it is made 
holy by the word of God and prayer.  

There are two principles in v. 5 that will help us determine how to receive God’s creation with thanksgiving. 
Firstly (v. 5), it is made holy by the word of God… In other words, we delight in the things of earth by running 
them through the filter of the Bible, which explains the Creator’s intention for these things. In the Bible, God tells 
us how he has created the earth, and how he has created us as human beings. I’ve said this a million times: no 
one is better suited than our Creator to tell us how we are meant to function, how he designed human 
beings to flourish. If we live our lives according to what God says about how we were created to function, we 
will flourish; if, however, we try to buck against his design for us, things will go badly for us. Sin happens 
when we take something good and try to use it in a way God never intended. 

Let’s take sex as an example. There are multiple texts in the Bible (practically an entire book, in fact!) which 
wholeheartedly affirm that sex is a good thing. Sex is a gift God has given us, and in which we can delight. But 
does the Bible say anything else about sex? Absolutely it does. The Bible tells us that sex is an activity God 
intended to occur between a man and a woman . Not only that, it is an activity that God intended to occur 6

between a married man and a married woman  (as in, married to each other), and any sexual activity that occurs 7

outside of this framework is adultery . And in Matthew 5.28, Jesus tells us that sex isn’t something that only 8
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happens in our bodies, but also in our minds: But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lustful 
intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart. So any sexual thought that is not for one’s own spouse 
is also adultery. Sex is a great, wonderful, glorious gift as long as we are faithful—in thought, in intention and in 
action—to our own wife or our own husband. Anything outside of those boundaries is a perversion of what 
God intended for us, and will twist our own minds and hearts to such an extent that we’ll end up finding 
beautiful that which the Lord finds abhorrent. But within those boundaries, sex is a wonderful gift—more 
wonderful than the promiscuous would ever believe. So you see what I’m getting at: sex is made holy (that is, 
set apart for God-glorifying use) by the Word of God—the Word of God tells us how to enjoy his good gifts.  

The second principle concerns prayer (it is made holy by the word of God and prayer), and this one is profoundly 
logical. It is impossible to glorify God in the enjoyment of his gifts if we don’t acknowledge that God is the 
giver of these good gifts and thank him in prayer for them. (That’s what Paul meant when he said, Nothing is to 
be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving.) And if we are faithful to the Bible, if we study and learn what 
is pleasing to God and how he created us to function and enjoy his good gifts, there are simply certain 
things we’ll never be able to thank God for. You can’t look at porn and thank God for the beauty of the 
woman on the screen. Why? Because the woman on the screen is not your wife. We cannot honor God and 
thank him for a perversion of a good gift. If we are faithful to the Bible, if we learn what pleases God and 
how he created us to delight in his gifts, we will know in what contexts we can delight in his gifts and thank 
him for them, and in what context our pleasure is in fact disgusting to him. 

The things of earth are wonderful. God created a marvelous world for us to live in, and has filled it to the brim 
with beautiful gifts for us to enjoy. But he has filled the world with these gifts to be enjoyed in order to raise 
our eyes to see the Giver of the gifts. As Augustine famously said, “He loves Thee too little, who loves anything 
together with Thee, which he does not love for Thy sake.”  We can only legitimately and faithfully enjoy 9

God’s gifts if we use them according to his intention for them, and if we recognize him and give thanks to him 
as the Giver of these good gifts. 

3) Discipleship Modeled: Training for Godliness (1 Timothy 4.6-16) 
6  If you put these things before the brothers, you will be a good servant of Christ Jesus, being trained in the words of 
the faith and of the good doctrine that you have followed. 7 Have nothing to do with irreverent, silly myths.  

So remember, Paul’s just told Timothy to encourage people to reject the false teaching that the things of the 
earth are inherently bad, and he circles back around to it by saying, Have nothing to do with irreverent, silly 
myths. Well, the irreverent, silly myths, in the context of this passage, are these false teachings that say it is in 
abstaining from these things that you will be pleasing to God. So in what comes next, he gives both the 
antithesis of this idea, and he takes it even further (v. 7b): Rather train yourself for godliness; 8   for while bodily 
training is of some value, godliness is of value in every way, as it holds promise for the present life and also for the life 
to come. So rather than rejecting everything, train yourself in godliness—live the way God created you to live, 
in what you reject and in that which you receive with joy. 

But training ourselves for godliness isn’t limited to enjoying God’s gifts appropriately. Paul goes on (v. 9): 9  The 
saying is trustworthy and deserving of full acceptance. 10 For to this end we toil and strive, because we have our hope 
set on the living God, who is the Savior of all people, especially of those who believe. 11  Command and teach these 
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things. 12  Let no one despise you for your youth, but set the believers an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in 
faith, in purity. 13  Until I come, devote yourself to the public reading of Scripture, to exhortation, to teaching. 14  Do 
not neglect the gift you have, which was given you by prophecy when the council of elders laid their hands on you. 
15  Practice these things, immerse yourself in them, so that all may see your progress. 16  Keep a close watch on yourself 
and on the teaching. Persist in this, for by so doing you will save both yourself and your hearers. 

So what is Paul saying here? When Paul tells Timothy to keep a close watch on himself and on the teaching, 
what is “the teaching”? It’s the gospel! It’s the good news that Christ lived the life we should have lived, took 
on himself all of our sin, was punished for those sins in our place, and gave us all of his perfect righteousness, so 
that when we stand before God, he no longer sees any of our sin, but only his Son’s perfect righteousness. The 
reason why these false teachers were so damaging is because they were teaching that it is what we do that makes 
us acceptable to God. But the only thing that makes us acceptable to God—namely, Christ’s perfect life, lived on 
our behalf, and his death on the cross for our sins—has already been achieved for us!  

And it is this good news which will drive us to pursue holiness (v. 10): 10 For to this end we toil and strive, because 
we have our hope set on the living God… In other words, when someone is transformed by the power of the 
Holy Spirit, they will see all areas of their life through the lens of where they’re going, what their hope is. 
They will know that they are no longer who they once were! They are no longer striving for the same things—
they no longer desire the same things! And so they will toil and strive, not in order to make sure they stay saved, 
but rather because they know they ARE! They no longer belong to themselves! They have been adopted into 
the most infinitely glorious, infinitely beautiful family imaginable, and they are moving toward an infinitely 
beautiful destination: the place where they will see the infinitely glorious God in all of his fullness and be able 
to enjoy him forever, and God himself will make sure they get there! And so, quite simply they want all that to 
begin NOW. They know they will enjoy God forever, so they want to begin enjoying him now. But they know 
that they will never be able to enjoy God now if they use the good gifts he’s given them in a way he didn’t 
intend. And so they will work hard to reject that which is not pleasing to him and pursue that which is.  

Imagine you’re on your way to a five-star restaurant for the most amazing meal of your life. And you’re 
hungry. You can feel your stomach grumbling. And in your bag, you have a huge bag of M&Ms. Your host, 
who is riding with you, sees you with the M&Ms, and says to you, “Don’t eat those.” Why? Because if you eat 
that whole bag of M&Ms, you’ll have this incredible meal in front of you, and you won’t want to eat it, 
because you’ll be stuffed. Him telling you not to eat the M&Ms is not a restriction, but an invitation—deny 
yourself this small pleasure now, in order to benefit from the far greater pleasure of the amazing meal that’s 
waiting for you at the restaurant. It takes work, yes. It’s difficult, yes. But it’s worth it. Your hope is not set on 
the things of earth, but on God, and so denying those pleasures which are displeasing to him, and which will 
keep you from finding your pleasure in him, is a hard move that is infinitely worthwhile. 

And then Paul tells Timothy to show others what a life lived out of this hope looks like (v. 12): 12  Let no one 
despise you for your youth, but set the believers an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity. Show 
them that depriving themselves of insignificant pleasures is not only pleasing to God, but better. Show them 
that the Creator knows what he’s talking about when he tells us how best to enjoy his creation! Show them 
what the life of someone who has been freed by the work of Christ on the cross looks like! Show them by your 
life that the freedom he gives allows you to live a life that not only is pleasing to God, but infinitely more 
desirable for you! 
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You see, what Paul is commending to Timothy is nothing less than the life of a disciple of Jesus who makes 
other disciples. Share the gospel—model the gospel for others in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith and in purity. 
Live the life of the kingdom, in a way which is visible to those who observe you, and in so doing, teach them 
to do the same. 

Let me be very transparent with you here. Everything Paul’s been saying to Timothy is the reason why we 
have done things the way we have done them up to now. We surely haven’t done them perfectly, but this is 
why, for example, I have never shied away from talking to you all about the things that I enjoy (my love of 
movies is almost an inside joke at this point!); this is why we had our first community dinners in our home, 
and why we still invite people from the church to our home every week for dinner: so we might SHOW you 
what discipleship looks like in those contexts! This is why I’ve always been very up front with you about my 
own struggles and weaknesses: to give what I hope and pray is a clear example of what repentance looks like, so 
that all might see my progress. And this is why I’ve tried to make clear from the very beginning the centrality of 
the Word of God in preaching, and in how we set up the life of the church. These are all conscious efforts to do 
for you what Paul is telling Timothy to do, so that you might learn to do the same, so that you might go and 
teach others to do the same. 

11 Command and teach these things. [Teach the gospel!] 12 Let no one despise you for your youth, but set the believers 
an example in speech, in conduct, in love, in faith, in purity…15  Practice these things, immerse yourself in them, so 
that all may see your progress. [Show them what being a disciple looks like!] 16  Keep a close watch on yourself and 
on the teaching [on the gospel]. Persist in this, for by so doing you will save both yourself and your hearers. 

3) Enjoying God’s Gifts and Fulfilling Our Mission…In the Secular 
So let’s come back to the main topic of this series: the secular. Over the next seven weeks we will explore a 
variety of topics: we’ll look at work, leisure, money, sex, relationships, family and rest. We’ll try to see how 
our faith drives us to interact with these things. Every single one of them are good gifts God has given us for 
our enjoyment, but a faithful enjoyment of them depends on seeing them for what they are, seeing them as 
God tells us to see them in his Word. So we’ll want to try and ask ourselves this question: How can we enjoy 
these gifts rightly for the glory of God? How can these gifts contribute to our joy in God? But it would be a 
grievous mistake to stop there—for God has given us these gifts not only as gifts, but as tools to be wielded in 
the mission he has given us: the mission to make disciples of Jesus Christ. So we’ll also need to ask ourselves, 
How can we use these gifts to make disciples? How can we make the most of these gifts in our mission to make 
Christ known around us? How can we evangelize our city and our culture and our world through our work, 
through our leisure, through our money, through our relationships?  

The goal of Christianity is not to see a sacred-secular divide, with the holy on one side and the profane on the 
other. Christianity is not a saw, which cuts through the log of the world and splits things into two separate 
categories. Christianity is more like yeast, which infiltrates a lump of dough and spreads through it, leavening 
the whole lump. In the mission Christ has given us, he has called us to turn everything over to him, to let 
everything be seen and lived through the filter of our faith, and to let every aspect of our lives be transformed 
by who he is and what he has done for us. And as we’ll see, the life he promises to us if we will live it the 
way he teaches us is infinitely more rewarding, infinitely more satisfying, than whatever he would ask us 
to give up in return. As David says in Psalm 16.11, In your presence there is fullness of joy; at your right hand are 
pleasures forevermore.


