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Introduction

“Where are you from?”
The man sitting next to me on the airplane had an honest face 

and seemed genuinely curious. But mostly he just seemed like he 
wanted to chat.

I smiled at his question. I spend a lot of time on airplanes, and 
I like it when people are willing to have a conversation rather than 
retreating behind their books and noise- canceling headphones for 
the entire flight. I especially like it when they ask me where I’m 
from.

“Las Vegas,” I told him. Then I smiled again as the man raised 
his eyebrows. That answer almost always grabs people’s attention.

“What do you do for a living there?”
I said the same thing I say to everyone who asks me that ques-

tion: “You’ll never guess in a million years.”
He tried. He came up with most of the usual guesses— that I 

work at a casino, that I play professional poker, that I’m a chef at 
one of the big restaurants, and so on. One time someone asked if 
I was a hit man for the mob.
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Introduction

Eventually, I leaned a little closer to him, like I was about to 
share a secret. “I’m a church pastor.”

“A pastor? In Las Vegas?”
“Yep.” I nodded. “There’s a lot of job security for my profes-

sion in Sin City.”
The man was quiet for a moment, but I could tell he wanted 

to ask something more. “So,” he said, kind of hesitantly, “what 
religion are you?”

I smiled again, but bigger this time. I love it when people ask 
me that question!

“Well, I’m not religious at all.”
The man squinted at me a little bit, like he was trying to spot 

the joke. “How in the world can you be a pastor and not be 
religious?”

“That’s easy.” I met his eyes to show him there was no joke. “I 
don’t believe in religion. I think religion drives more people away 
from God than anything else.”

The Burden of  Religion

What comes to mind when you hear the word religion? What im-
ages do you see? What memories come flooding back? What emo-
tions do you feel?

For me, the concept of “religion” brings to mind a heavy burden— 
a weight laid across my shoulders that constantly bogs me down 
and makes me collapse under the pressure. Religion is all about 
rules I have to follow even when they don’t benefit anyone and 
don’t make sense. Religion involves words and phrases I’m sup-
posed to memorize and recite on command, even when I don’t 
know what they mean or why they matter.

Religion is exhausting!
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I remember my first experiences with this kind of “religion.” 
I became a follower of Jesus when I was in college, and during 
that early period of my faith, I was encouraged to join an ac-
countability group. People who cared about me told me I needed 
accountability from other Christians to learn what it means to 
live the Christian life.

Looking back, I can see the principle behind this group was 
good. Accountability is a helpful tool for spiritual health, and I 
definitely needed others to walk with me as I navigated this new 
way of life. Plus, as we’ll explore in part three of this book, com-
munity is a wonderful blessing within the church.

So the principle of accountability is good, but the practice of 
that particular accountability group wasn’t good. Its focus was 
on dos and don’ts, rights and wrongs, rules and regulations. Its 
focus was religion.

Every week we spent the first half of our time together “exam-
ining” one another with a list of performance- based questions. 
How many days this week did you read your Bible? How many 
hours did you pray? How many verses did you memorize? How 
many times did you share the gospel? Did you faithfully attend 
all church services and a Sunday school class? On top of these 
questions, I was asked about what I listened to, or what I looked 
at, or where I went.

As a result of this weekly examination, I quickly came to the 
conclusion that following Jesus was all about performance. I 
thought being a Christian meant constantly striving to measure 
up.

And I hated it. Specifically, I hated constantly carrying the bur-
den of expectations— both my own and others’. As the group’s 
meeting grew closer each week, I whipped myself into high gear. 
I wrote two or three days of journal entries all in one evening so 
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I could keep up appearances. I crammed memory verses into my 
brain the night before so I could recite them as if I’d been practic-
ing throughout the week.

All that was bad. But the worst part was knowing that, as I 
walked into those gatherings, I was about to lie to ensure the rest 
of the group thought I was a faithful disciple. Can you imagine? 
The burden of measuring up as a follower of Jesus so dominated 
my life that I had convinced myself dishonesty about my spiritual 
life was better than genuine transparency.

Maybe you don’t have to imagine a spiritual life that feels 
more like a burden than a blessing. Maybe you’ve experienced 
that burden in your past or you’re carrying that burden now. 
If  you’ve been there, you know keeping up a spiritual facade is 
hard work!

That period was draining for me. As I sat in Sunday morn-
ing worship services and examined the looks of calm confidence 
on people’s faces as they worshiped or listened attentively to the 
preacher, I thought, How do they all do it? How can they have 
it all together while I’m flailing and failing so miserably to live 
for Jesus?

The weight of my religious burden was more than I could han-
dle, and I wanted to give up.

Bible Verses That Didn’t Make Sense

One thing that confused me was how often I read Scripture verses 
that promised a different kind of life than the one I was experienc-
ing. Some verses made absolutely no sense to me, and my honest 
heart response to them was, What’s up with that?

For example, Jesus’s words in Matthew 11:28–30 were a source 
of frustration. He said,
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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. For My 

yoke is easy and My burden is light.

Seriously? Rest? Easy? Light? Those words didn’t describe my 
experience of following Jesus. If you had asked me to choose three 
words that did describe my Christian life, I would have chosen 
work, hard, and heavy. I was working hard to carry the heavy 
burden of living for Jesus.

Am I doing all the right things? Am I not doing all the wrong 
things? Those two questions constantly weighed me down. And 
the most frustrating part of the entire journey was that no matter 
how hard I tried, I always seemed to fail.

John 8:32 was another verse that made no sense to me. It’s 
another statement from Jesus: “You will know the truth, and the 
truth will make you free.”

Free? Are you kidding me? I didn’t feel free. I felt like I was in 
bondage— bondage to a system of dos and don’ts, rules and regu-
lations. And to make matters worse, by that point I had responded 
to God’s call on my life to be a pastor, so to the best of my ability, 
I was trying to lead people along a journey of following Jesus I 
wasn’t even sure existed.

The Discovery That Changed My Life

I spent many years trying to live for Jesus under the burden of 
religion. I even spent some of them as a seminary student and a 
senior pastor. But I’m grateful to say I don’t carry that burden 
now. By God’s grace, I’ve let go of religion and the pursuit of 
performing for Jesus, and I’ve embraced a life lived out of simply 
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being with Jesus. I now enjoy the victory, moment by moment, of 
His life being lived through me.

How did this change come about? We’ll discuss that process in 
detail throughout the pages of this book, but God finally set me 
free by using two crucial keys to unlock the bars of expectations 
that formed my spiritual prison.

The first key was my own spiritual brokenness. I eventually 
got to a place where I was broken down on many levels. God 
used a number of difficult circumstances to strip me of my desire 
to perform as a Christian. I was done trying to live the Christian 
life based on expectations, and after years of struggle, I’d finally 
reached a place of complete surrender.

The second key was an incredible mentor God brought into my 
life. His name was Clyde Cranford, and he helped me discover a 
spiritual truth that forever changed my life. This truth has formed 
the foundation of my spiritual life for decades now, and it serves 
as the foundation for what I want to communicate through this 
book: the Christian life is not me living for Jesus but Jesus living 
His life in and through me.

Let me unpack this idea in two chunks. First, the Christian life 
is not me living for Jesus, meaning, it’s not all the religious “stuff” 
I’ve been talking about for the past few pages. It’s not about the 
expectations, the dos and don’ts, the need to make it seem like I 
have it all together. None of that has any real connection to what 
it truly means to follow Jesus.

None of it.
Second is, the Christian life is Jesus living His life in and through 

me. Following Jesus has nothing to do with my ability or strength. 
It has everything to do with His ability and strength. That was the 
lesson I so desperately needed to learn— that Jesus never wanted 
me to push and strive my way into spiritual effectiveness. Instead, 
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He wanted me to pursue Him intimately, so in His own power, He 
could demonstrate His very life through me.

Believe me, what I’m talking about goes way beyond semantics. 
This isn’t just another way of saying something; it’s the difference 
between practicing a religion and pursuing a relationship.

Only one word can express what I felt when I finally grasped this 
reality: freedom! The burden of religion was removed, and I was 
free to follow Jesus with a simplicity and joy I’d never experienced.

That’s what I want for you, and that’s why I’ve written this 
book. I want to share the life- changing lessons I’ve learned. Specifi-
cally, I want to show you how three simple relationships can lead 
you to what Paul called “the simplicity and purity of devotion to 
Christ” (2 Cor. 11:3). Understanding the importance of those three 
relationships is absolutely essential for experiencing the abundant 
life Jesus promised, which is why they’ll guide the structure of this 
book moving forward.

Those three relationships are the following:

 1. Your relationship with God.

 2. Your relationship with other believers.

 3. Your relationship with the world.

You don’t have to be burdened by the weight of living the Chris-
tian life based on performance and expectations. You can have 
the freedom and simplicity Jesus promises for every one of His 
followers.

Will you join me on this journey? I can’t wait to get started!
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PART 1

THE 
FOUNDATION

Everyone who hears these words of Mine and 
acts on them, may be compared to a wise man 

who built his house on the rock. And the rain 
fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew 

and slammed against that house; and yet it did 
not fall, for it had been founded on the rock.

Matthew 7:24–25
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1
The Problem

We’re Aiming at the Wrong Target

The simplicity which is in Christ is rarely found among 
us. In its stead are programs, methods, organizations 
and a world of nervous activities which occupy time 
and attention but can never satisfy the longing of the 
heart.

A. W. Tozer

If you were lucky enough to watch the 2004 Summer Olympic 
Games in Athens, Greece, you probably remember swimmer Mi-
chael Phelps bursting onto the international scene. Phelps won six 
medals in those games— four gold and two bronze— to launch his 
career as the most decorated Olympic athlete in history.

But when I think back to those games, I think of Matt Emmons.
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Emmons represented the United States in the three- position, 
fifty- meter rifle event, and he was dominating the competition as 
he advanced to the final shot of his signature event. His combined 
score was so far ahead of the other shooters that all he had to do 
was hit the target. I don’t mean he had to hit the bull’s- eye; he 
just had to hit anywhere on the entire target to secure a victory.

A sportswriter named Rick Reilly said it like this:

With one shot to go in Athens, Emmons was on his way to a laugher 
of a win. . . . In fact, all he had to do was hit the target. It’d be like 
telling Picasso all he had to do was hit the canvas.1

In preparation for the shot, Emmons pressed his cheek against 
the rifle’s stock and sighted down the barrel through the scope. He 
took a breath, let it out, and squeezed the trigger. The sound of the 
gun firing was unmistakable. What happened next was shocking.

When you watch the sport of rifle shooting, a monitor focused 
on the target is always on one of the corners of the TV screen. 
When a competitor takes a shot, that monitor almost immediately 
signals which part of the target was hit, and then a score is gener-
ated based on the quality of the shot.

When Emmons lowered his weapon, he immediately looked 
to see where his bullet had struck the target. But there was no 
mark. And there was no score. Confused, he began talking with 
the judges, indicating he believed he’d hit the target. Why was 
there no score?

Eventually, the lead judge picked up a microphone to explain. 
He announced that Emmons’s score was zero because of a “cross 
shot.” The crowd gasped! Emmons lowered his head, obviously 
unable to believe what had happened.

A cross shot is when a shooter hits a target that’s not the one he’s 
supposed to be shooting at. At some point while going through his 
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pre- shot routine, Matt had zeroed in on the target next to his. His 
zero score not only lost him the gold medal; he fell out of medal 
contention completely.

Matt Emmons’s story provides a great lesson: always be sure 
you’re aiming at the right target.

What’s Your Target?

Let me ask you a couple of important questions about your life’s 
target. First, do you desire to faithfully follow Jesus?

If you answered yes to that question, you’ve just identified the 
“target” of your life: to be a faithful Jesus follower. That’s your 
bull’s- eye. That’s your aim— your primary goal.

Now, if that’s your target, then your answer to the second ques-
tion is extremely important. What does a faithful follower of Jesus 
look like? In other words, what are the characteristics of someone 
who hits that target? What does it look like to live that kind of life? 
Obviously, the answer is crucial— and finding the right answer can 
bring important clarity to our lives.

Before I share a few thoughts on the best way to answer that 
question, write your own answer in the space below. How would 
you describe what it means to be a faithful follower of Jesus?
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Whether or not you realize it, you’ve been developing your spiri-
tual target for what it means to be a “good Christian” for years— 
even before you first encountered God or desired to learn more 
about Him. If you grew up in a Christian home, for example, your 
parents were a major influence. The same is true of your experi-
ences in church, the opinions of your friends, and the media you 
consumed.

The question, then, isn’t whether you’re aiming at a target when 
it comes to your spiritual life. You are. We all are. The question is 
whether you’re aiming at the right target.

Sadly, I’ve seen many Christians aiming at the wrong target 
in their efforts to faithfully follow Jesus, creating heavy burdens 
that weigh them down and prevent them from experiencing the 
freedom and simplicity Jesus desires for us.

Two Wrong Targets

When I look around the American church today, I see two pri-
mary targets people aim at in their spiritual lives: activity and 
information. Both of these targets are wrong when it comes to 
defining what it means to faithfully follow Jesus. Both lead to 
unnecessary burdens and a misrepresentation of Jesus to a watch-
ing world.

Making activity a target happens when we define following 
Jesus based on what we do. When we aim for this target, we make 
a list of all the activities “good Christians” are supposed to do to 
be considered faithful followers of Jesus. And then, of course, we 
also have to create a list of what “good Christians” are not sup-
posed to do. (Since I’ve moved from Alabama to Las Vegas, I’ve 
noticed that the “not supposed to do” list can change a little— and 
sometimes it can change a lot.)

_Pitman_Unburdened_AB_djm.indd   30 10/24/19   4:17 PM

Unburdened, Vance Pitman
Baker Books, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2019. Used by permission.



The Problem

31

If the people around you define following Jesus this way, you’ll 
hear statements like “Brother so- and- so is so faithful; he’s at 
church every time the doors are open.” Or “Sister so- and- so is 
so godly; she serves on thirty- two different ministry teams in our 
church, and she’s on the waiting list for five more.”

One of the reasons people drift toward this target is that it seems 
simple— maybe even easy. They think, All I have to do is concen-
trate on doing the right things and not doing the wrong things. No 
problem! But if you’ve ever tried to follow Jesus with this approach, 
you know how quickly those lists become a heavy burden.

Here’s a sample of the list people have to maintain when they’re 
aiming at a target based on activity:

 o Attend church every week.

 o Read your Bible every day.

 o Pray every day.

 o Consistently give a portion of your income to the church.

 o Regularly share the gospel with others.

 o Be a good husband/wife, father/mother, son/daughter.

 o Work hard at your job.

 o Don’t gossip (unless it’s disguised as a prayer request).

 o Don’t disrespect others.

 o Don’t break the Ten Commandments.

Now, maybe you looked over this list and thought, Those all 
seem like good goals. What’s the problem? Let me be clear: nothing 
is wrong with these activities in and of themselves. Paul writes, 
“We are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 
which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them” 
(Eph. 2:10).
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Doing good things and avoiding bad things isn’t the problem. 
The problem is basing our lives on the false idea that doing good 
things and avoiding bad things earns some kind of spiritual credit 
in God’s Heavenly Bank & Trust. It won’t. We’re just following 
a list of superficial, external traits that are nothing more than 
conformity to a system we created, not a system God created 
for us.

The second wrong target is information. This target defines 
following Jesus based on what a person knows. The focus is all 
about specific doctrines and spiritual knowledge. You know you’re 
around people aiming at this target when you hear things like, 
“They seem nice, but don’t they believe . . .” “Does he have the 
right doctrine? Can she recite all the creeds?” And of course, “Do 
they say it just like we say it?”

According to this way of thinking, to be a faithful follower of 
Jesus, you must

 o Go to all the Bible studies, small groups, or Sunday school 
classes you can. (A seminary degree is preferred but not 
required.)

 o Study the Bible for a couple of hours every day.

 o Learn the right answers to all the difficult theological 
questions.

 o Be able to recite the creeds and dogmas.

 o Memorize enormous amounts of Scripture.

 o Explain deep theological truths.

Once again, it’s important to understand that there’s nothing 
wrong with information on its own. Right doctrine is a crucial 
element of our faith, and it’s helpful to know not only what we 
believe as Christians but why we believe it.
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No, the problem with aiming at information as our spiritual 
target is that it elevates knowing about Jesus above knowing Jesus 
Himself.

Are you aiming at the wrong target in your spiritual life? If so, 
you’re striving for standards that fall grossly short of the life Jesus 
modeled in the Gospels and the life He’s invited us to experience 
throughout Scripture.

Trust me, I know from experience.

My Story

I don’t come from a long line of Christians. In fact, both my par-
ents were the first people in their families to follow Christ, making 
that decision as high school students. By the time they married, my 
dad had accepted a call into the ministry, so my younger brother 
and I were both raised in the home of a Christian pastor.

I was always in and around church. That’s just the way it goes for 
a pastor’s family, and the church community was a major part of 
my life. But to be honest, that’s as far as my spiritual development 
went as a kid. I knew the gospel well enough to answer all the ques-
tions I was expected to answer. I was even baptized. I still remember 
going under the water and then being pulled back up— dripping wet 
with my dad looking down at me— and wondering, Did it work?

I had no relationship with Jesus to speak of, at least not in any 
personal or meaningful way. At best, I had religion. I had things 
I was supposed to do, things I wasn’t supposed to do, and stuff I 
was supposed to know.

As I got older, I became more and more aware of the lack of 
anything significant in my spiritual life. I had an emptiness inside 
me, but no matter how much I tried to do and say the right things, 
I couldn’t shake it.
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Throughout high school and into college, I searched for mean-
ing and significance in other places. I tried sports, friends, popu-
larity, dating, and partying— all the while maintaining my church 
life. Looking back, I can see I wasn’t even basing my Christian life 
on doing the right things anymore; I just wanted others to think 
I was doing the right things.

Finally, as a freshman in college, I reached a breaking point. 
I knew I was one guy at church and a completely different guy 
on my college campus, and it was clear both guys were longing 
for something more. I was done with pretending I already had 
something I knew I needed. I was done with the whole system.

In desperation, I knelt beside my bed, alone in my college apart-
ment. Tears streamed down my face as I cried out to God. And I did 
cry out to Him. I understood the gospel well enough to know Jesus 
was the only Person for me to turn to if I really wanted change. 
And I really wanted change.

In that moment, I surrendered my life to Jesus. I let go of con-
trol. I asked Him to take over, and He did. No glowing sunbeams 
shined down from heaven, and no angel choirs sang in the back-
ground, but I felt the change. I felt God’s presence in a real and 
genuine way I’d never felt before.

I was so serious in that moment that I prayed, God, if  I ever 
turn back on this decision, please just take my life. I had reached 
a point where I knew a relationship with Jesus was my only hope, 
and I had no desire to go back.

For the first time in my life, I felt at peace with God. I knew 
what it meant to be forgiven and to be accepted by Him. The 
morning after my conversion experience, I woke up and imme-
diately opened my Bible— not because I had to but because I 
wanted to. I wanted to know this God who had just changed my  
life.
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That was the good news. That was the encouraging part of 
my encountering a genuine faith in Jesus. The bad news was that 
I was still aiming at wrong targets. And the people I turned to 
for spiritual advice had the wrong targets in place as well. Even 
though I’d been changed on the inside and genuinely desired to 
be faithful as a follower of Jesus, I was still operating under the 
belief that being a good Christian meant doing the right things 
and avoiding the wrong things.

I paid more attention in church. I got connected with the ac-
countability group I mentioned earlier. I memorized Scripture and 
journaled about my spiritual insights. I generally worked harder 
and concentrated deeper on doing all the things I had always be-
lieved good Christians were supposed to do. I even changed my 
career plans and began training toward full- time ministry.

In other words, I went back to religion. And as the months 
and years went by, I picked up all the weights and burdens of re-
ligious life that had dragged me down before— except this time I 
picked them up out of a sincere desire to be faithful as a follower 
of Jesus.

It wasn’t until almost a decade later when, through the ministry 
and mentorship of Clyde Cranford, I was finally able to let those 
burdens go.

Simplicity and Purity

What we know today as the book of 2 Corinthians is a letter 
written by the apostle Paul to his spiritual children in the ancient 
city of Corinth. During the time of the early church, Corinth 
was a wild place filled with immorality of all kinds. Not only 
that, but the church Paul had helped plant there was constantly 
under threat from internal struggles and strife. The Corinthians 
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had information as their spiritual target, and they were bickering 
with one another, creating division in their efforts to settle on 
the “correct” set of doctrines that would lead them to be faithful 
followers of Jesus.

In the middle of that immorality and strife, Paul wrote 2 Co-
rinthians as a spiritual parent concerned for his children. And in 
that letter, he used a phrase that strikes me as both profoundly 
wise and incredibly relevant for Christians in our culture.

He said, “I am afraid that, as the serpent deceived Eve by his 
craftiness, your minds will be led astray from the simplicity and 
purity of devotion to Christ” (2 Cor. 11:3). Think about that word-
ing for a moment: the simplicity and purity of  devotion to Christ.

Do the words simple and pure describe your relationship with 
Jesus? They didn’t for me. Not for a long time. And they don’t 
for a large percentage of Christians today.

Why is that?
The answer is that we often prefer a superficial system of reli-

gion over a genuine relationship with Christ because the superficial 
system is easier to control. We have a built- in desire to measure 
our performance whenever possible— not because we want to excel 
but because it makes it easy for us to say, “I may not be perfect, 
but I’m doing much better than those people.”

When Jesus confronted the Pharisees during the last week be-
fore His crucifixion, He put His finger directly on this tendency 
in our lives:

Jesus spoke to the crowds and to His disciples, saying: “The scribes 

and the Pharisees have seated themselves in the chair of Moses; 

therefore all that they tell you, do and observe, but do not do ac-

cording to their deeds; for they say things and do not do them. 

They tie up heavy burdens and lay them on men’s shoulders, but 
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they themselves are unwilling to move them with so much as a 
finger. (Matt. 23:1–4)

Religion is one of those “heavy burdens.” And like the Phari-
sees, those of us in the modern church are in danger of allowing 
a bunch of superficial rules, traditions, and dogmas to distract us 
from what it really means to follow Jesus. We’ve substituted all 
these things for the simplicity and purity of devotion to Him. And 
in doing so, tragically, we’ve aimed at the wrong target. That’s a 
big problem.

Thankfully, there’s a solution.
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